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ABSTRACT 

Every year, many students need help to meet the academic standards and expectations 
required for the different academic subjects and grade levels. For these students, grade 
retention would be the most likely scenario at the final of the school year. Grade retention is 
one of the most debated educational measures, with researchers questioning for decades 
whether it would be an effective or detrimental practice for students. This ongoing debate 
results from the little consensus obtained from the empirical studies investigating grade 
retention effects on students’ academic and non-academic outcomes, either in the short or 
long term. Particularly, mixed findings were obtained considering students' affective 
components of learning that constitute a valuable aspect of students’ academic success and 
adjustment. The consequences of grade retention on this group of variables, such as students’ 
self-concept, self-esteem, motivation, or engagement, have greatly concerned educators. 
Some advocate that grade retention would help students improve their self-beliefs and 
motivation because it would allow them more time to learn the academic content they were 
struggling with. Others claim that grade retention is a stressful, demotivating, and stigmatising 
event that would undermine students’ affective experiences. Thus, a clear answer regarding 
the effectiveness of grade retention is still needed through more clarity provided by research 
investigating the effects of grade retention on students’ academic and non-academic 
outcomes. In this dissertation, we aimed to contribute to that answer. For that purpose, we 
conducted a meta-analysis summarising the findings of studies conducted during the last two 
decades the on the effects of grade retention on students’ achievement, psychosocial 
variables, academic career, and professional career. In addition, given the inconclusive 
findings regarding the impact of grade retention on students’ affective components of learning, 
our second aim of this dissertation was to investigate the effects of grade retention on students’ 
self-concept, self-esteem, goal orientations, sense of school belonging and sense of school 
valuing. For this purpose, we conducted a cross-sectional study using the Portuguese data 
from PISA 2018 assessment and a longitudinal study following students initially in the 7th grade 
for 3 to six years. Finally, we aimed to investigate the moderating effects of school retention 
composition on the relationship between grade retention and those affective components, 
considering the PISA 2018 data. The rationale behind this final aim was that students’ 
experiences are shaped within the context, in this case, the school, where they pertain. Thus, 
grade retention experiences may differ whether students are retained in a school with more or 
few students in the same circumstances. Our findings provided little support for the 
effectiveness of grade retention, given that the negligible or adverse effects on students’ 
outcomes outweigh the small benefits that have emerged, particularly on students’ affective 
components of learning and in the long term. Moreover, our results revealed spillover effects 
of grade retention, affecting non-retained students. Based on the findings of this dissertation, 
we advise against the use of grade retention or, at least, caution in its application.  
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RESUMO 

Todos os anos, um número considerável de alunos apresenta dificuldades em cumprir com 
as expectativas e metas académicas estabelecidas para as diferentes disciplinas e para o 
nível de ensino. Para estes alunos, a retenção escolar será o cenário mais provável no final 
do ano lectivo. A retenção escolar é uma das medidas educativas mais debatidas, sendo que 
os investigadores durante décadas os investigadores têm questionado sobre os seus 
benefícios ou malefícios para os alunos. Este debate em parte é alimentado pelos resultados 
menos consensuais dos estudos investigando os efeitos da retenção escolar em 
componentes académicas e não académicas e tanto a curto como a longo-prazo. 
Especificamente, considerando as componentes afectivas da aprendizagem que constituem 
um aspecto muito importante para o sucesso e ajustamento académicos, os resultados dos 
estudos têm apresentado alguma controvérsia. Ainda assim, as consequências da retenção 
em variáveis como o autoconceito, a auto-estima, a motivação ou o envolvimento dos alunos 
têm suscitado muitas preocupações por parte dos agentes educativos. Alguns argumentam 
que a retenção escolar poderá ajudar os alunos a sentirem-se mais confiantes e motivados, 
uma vez que lhes é concedido mais tempo para as aprendizagens escolares. Outros, afirmam 
que a retenção constitui um acontecimento bastante stressante, desmotivador e 
estigmatizante e que abala as experiências afectivas dos alunos. Desta forma, está ainda em 
aberto uma resposta precisa à questão da eficácia da retenção. Nesta dissertação 
pretendemos contribuir para essa resposta, através da realização de uma meta-análise dos 
estudos efectuados nas últimas duas décadas investigando os efeitos da retenção escolar no 
rendimento académico, ajustamento psicossocial, percurso académico e percurso profissional 
dos alunos. Adicionalmente, devido aos resultados inconclusivos relativos aos efeitos da 
retenção escolar nas componentes afectivas da aprendizagem, o nosso segundo objectivo foi 
o de investigar os efeitos da retenção escolar no autoconceito, auto-estima, orientações 
motivacionais, sentimento de pertença e sentimento de valorização da escola. Nesse sentido, 
realizámos um estudo transversal com recurso aos dados portugueses do PISA 2018 e um 
estudo longitudinal que acompanhou durante três a seis anos alunos inicialmente a frequentar 
o 7º ano de escolaridade. Finalmente, pretendemos investigar o efeito moderador das taxas 
de retenção ao nível da escola, utilizando os dados do PISA 2018. Este objectivo 
fundamentou-se na ideia de que o contexto, neste caso o contexto escolar, é determinante na 
formação das auto-representações e experiências académicas dos alunos. Neste caso, a 
experiência da retenção escolar poderá ser diferente consoante o aluno frequente uma escola 
com mais ou menos alunos nas mesmas circunstâncias. Os resultados desta dissertação 
contrariam a ideia de que a retenção escolar é uma prática eficaz, uma vez que os efeitos 
nulos ou negativos da retenção ultrapassam os pequenos benéficos encontrados, 
particularmente nas componentes afectivas da aprendizagem e a longo-prazo. Mais ainda, 
verificámos que a retenção não afecta apenas os alunos repetentes, mas também os seus 
pares a frequentar a mesma escola. Considerando estes resultados, recomendamos que 
sejam consideradas medidas alternativas à retenção, ou o seu uso moderado. 
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GENERAL INTRODUCTION 

The main topic of this dissertation is one of the most debated educational measures: 

the practice of grade retention and, specifically, grade retention effects. Grade retention is the 

practice of holding students back in the same grade level, generally for low achievement 

reasons (Allen et al., 2009; Brophy, 2006; Jimerson, 2001). It is a widespread practice in many 

Education systems (Agasisti & Cordero, 2017; Dupriez et al., 2008; European Commission, 

2020; Eurydice, 2011; Goos, Schreirer et al., 2013; Mons, 2007) and is regarded by many 

teachers and educators as an effective practice (Range et al., 2012; Santana, 2019; Santos et 

al., 2023; Tomchin & Impara, 1992; Young et al., 2019) that acts on students’ best interests. 

Research on the effects of grade retention has a long tradition, as the first studies date back 

to the early twentieth century (Keyes, 1911, as cited in Jackson, 1975) and have been 

flourishing particularly during the last two decades (Allen et al., 2009; Valbuena et al., 2021). 

However, the findings from recent sound studies have questioned the effectiveness of this 

practice (e.g., Allen et al., 2009; Jimerson, 2001; Valbuena et al., 2021; Xia & Kirby, 2009).  

Generally, studies tend to evaluate the effects of grade retention on students’ 

development of achievement (Allen et al., 2009; Jimerson, 2001; Valbuena et al., 2021; Xia & 

Kirby, 2009). However, a growing body of research has claimed that grade retention has an 

impact on other variables, such as on students’ affective components of learning, and other 

long-term variables, such as students’ dropout and later professional career choices and 

opportunities (e.g., Jimerson, 2001; Jimerson et al., 2002; Ou & Reynolds, 2010; Valbuena et 

al., 2021; Xia & Kirby, 2009). Notably, studies aiming to provide more clarity regarding grade 

retention effectiveness, such as review studies, have directed little attention to research 

investigating the effects of grade retention on these psychosocial and long-term outcomes 

(Allen et al., 2009; Bright, 2011; Holmes, 1989; Holmes & Matthews, 1984; Jackson, 1975; 

Jimerson, 2001; Valbuena et al., 2021; Xia & Kirby, 2009). Particularly considering the 

psychosocial variables, namely the affective components of learning such as self-concept, 

motivation, or engagement (Goos, Van Damme, et al., 2013; Kretschmann et al., 2019; Lamote 

et al., 2014; Martin, 2011; Peixoto et al., 2016, 2017), previous literature reviews stated that 

studies investigating these outcomes besides being still scarce, have produced so far 

ambiguous and inconclusive findings (Jimerson, 2001; Valbuena et al., 2021; Xia & Kirby, 

2009). Moreover, the affective components of learning are related to academic achievement 

in a transactional and bi-directional way (Huang, 2011; Jimerson, 2001; Marsh, 2016; Peixoto 

et al., 2016), evidencing the importance of unravelling the effects of retention on these 

outcomes.  

Grade retention has been identified in the literature as having detrimental 

consequences on students’ self-esteem (Hwang & Cappella, 2018; Mathys et al., 2019; Martin, 

2011), academic self-concept (Kretschmann et al., 2019; Peixoto et al., 2016), motivation 
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(Martin, 2011; Peixoto et al., 2016, 2017) and school belonging (Martin, 2011; Van Canegem 

et al., 2021). These results oppose several others claiming that grade retention brings benefits 

(or at least does not harm) to students’ self-concept (Ehmke et al., 2010; Lamote et al., 2014; 

Marsh, 2016) and, to a lesser extent, positive effects on engagement (Wu et al., 2010). These 

contradicting findings illustrate the complexity of determining whether grade retention should 

be considered helpful or harmful. Notwithstanding this, the two opposing branches of studies 

recognise that grade retention affects students’ perception of competence and self-worth and 

their affective experiences within the school context (Martin, 2011).  

Regarding the role of the school context and its related environment, surprisingly, most 

studies have neglected the impact of such context in explaining grade retention effects, with 

few exceptions (Bietenbeck, 2014; Demanet & Van Houtte, 2013, 2016; Gottfried, 2013; Hong 

& Raudenbush, 2005; Hong & Yu, 2008; Marsh, 2016; Van Canegem et al., 2021). These 

studies stated that school retention composition, operationalised as the proportion of retained 

students in school, affects the whole school community. In particular, school retention 

composition is associated with higher misconduct (Demanet & Van Houtte, 2013), a lower 

number of same-grade peer relationships (Demanet & Van Houtte, 2016), and students’ self-

concept (Van Canegem et al., 2021). The limited number of studies addressing this topic and 

its findings suggest that more investigation is needed to unveil the impact of school retention 

composition on students’ outcomes.  

Grade retention rates have been found to fluctuate across schools and countries, 

reflecting differences in each Education system’s organisation and regulations (Agasisti & 

Cordero, 2017; Goos, Schreier, et al., 2013; European Commission, 2020; Eurydice, 2011) 

but also within-country variations due to beliefs and attitudes towards retention (Bonvin et al., 

2008; European Commission, 2020; Eurydice, 2011; Goos, Schreier, et al., 2013; Santana, 

2019; Santos et al., 2023; Tomchin & Impara, 1992). Recent studies also found that the 

country's retention composition could dictate differences in students’ psychosocial factors (Van 

Canegem et al., 2022a, 2022b). These considerations thus appeal to study grade retention 

considering its cross-country and within-country contexts.  

Most notably, studies conducted in the Portuguese context still need to be made 

available. To the best of our knowledge, only a few studies considered the effects of grade 

retention on Portuguese students’ achievement (Conboy, 2011; Conboy et al., 2013; Nunes et 

al., 2018; Pereira & Reis, 2014; Rosário et al., 2013), affective components of learning 

(Nascimento & Peixoto, 2012; Peixoto et al., 2016, 2017), and students’ school career (Nunes 

et al., 2018; Santos et al., 2022). At this point, it should be mentioned that from an international 

perspective, Portuguese grade retention rates are among the highest (European Commission, 

2020; Eurydice, 2011).  
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 Finally, previous literature ascribed controversial findings in the outcomes of grade 

retention to the different age groups assessed. A great deal of studies focused on the effects 

of grade retention in kindergarten and primary education (e.g., Gleason et al., 2007; Goos, 

Van Damme, et al., 2013; Hwang & Cappella, 2018; Moser et al., 2012; Vandecandelaere, 

Vansteelandt, et al., 2016; Wu et al., 2010). However, being retained at the beginning of the 

school career may differ from repeating in more advanced grades (Wu et al., 2010). Being 

retained in more advanced grades could increase the effects of grade retention because the 

stigma associated with grade retention may be more prominent (Demanet & Van Houtte, 2016; 

García-Perez et al., 2014; Giano et al., 2022; Jimerson & Ferguson, 2007; Mathys et al., 2019). 

In addition, in Portugal, grade retention rates are higher among secondary school students 

(Conselho Nacional da Educação [CNE], 2020).  

Hence, this dissertation aimed to investigate the effects of grade retention in 

Portuguese lower secondary education on the affective components of learning. Specifically, 

we aimed to provide empirical evidence on 1) the effectiveness of grade retention by 

summarising the effects of grade retention on several academic and non-academic outcomes 

and considering several moderating variables; and 2) the effects of grade retention within the 

Portuguese context on the affective components of learning, by analysing the effects of grade 

retention in regards to students’ self-concept and self-esteem, motivational (goal) orientations, 

and sense school belonging and school valuing, either cross-sectionally and longitudinally. 

Figure 1 presents an overview of the rationale and organisation of the present 

dissertation. Considering the aims of this dissertation, the current work is organised into five 

chapters. A reference list accompanies each chapter/section. In the first chapter, 

corresponding to the theoretical framework, we address the rationale that grounded this study, 

as well as elaborate on the state of the problem. In the second chapter, the aims of this 

dissertation are outlined.  

The third chapter initiates the empirical section and presents a systematic review and 

a meta-analysis of 84 studies conducted between 2000 and 2019 investigating the effects of 

repeating a grade in primary or secondary education on both retained and non-retained 

students’ academic achievement, psychosocial functioning, school career, and job career. In 

this study, we further addressed whether the effects of grade retention could differ according 

to a set of moderators: timing of retention, country; retention intervention; outcome domain; 

length of the follow-up; type of comparison, and method of the study. This study aimed to add 

to the previous reviews (Allen et al., 2009; Bright, 2011; Holmes, 1989; Holmes & Matthews, 

1984; Jackson, 1975; Jimerson, 2001; Valbuena et al., 2021; Xia & Kirby, 2009) by addressing 

these variables and, thus, helping to add more clarity regarding the effectiveness of grade 

retention. 
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The fourth chapter presents an empirical study considering the Portuguese context. 

Through a cross-sectional and a retrospective study, we aimed to investigate the effects of 

grade retention occurring between grades 1 and 9 on students’ reading self-concept, goal 

orientations, and sense of school belonging and valuing. Additionally, we explored whether the 

nature of these effects differed according to the proportion of retained students attending a 

school, i.e., school retention composition. To conduct this study, we used Portuguese data 

from the 2018 Programme for International Study Assessment (PISA) cycle. With this study, 

we aimed to shed some light on the effects of grade retention on students’ affective 

components of learning, particularly considering the Portuguese context (Peixoto et al., 2016, 

2017).  

As for the fifth chapter, our goal was to provide more evidence regarding the effects of 

grade retention on the affective components of learning by relying on longitudinal research. 

Thus, based on the findings and suggestions from previous longitudinal studies (Hwang & 

Cappella, 2018; Klapproth et al., 2016; Kretschmann et al., 2019; Lamote et al., 2014; 

Vandecandelaere, Schmitt, et al., 2016), in this study, we investigated the effects of grade 

retention on the development of academic self-concept, self-esteem, and goal orientations 

during lower secondary education (i.e., grades 7 to 9) for continuously promoted, retained in 

7th grade or retained in 8th grade students. In addition, based on a smaller sample, we 

conducted an exploratory analysis regarding the long-term effects of grade retention on the 

abovementioned variables and students’ academic career. 

The sixth and concluding chapter provides an integrative view of this dissertation's main 

findings and highlights the main contributions of this work. In addition, we address this study's 

limitations while suggesting future research investigating the impact of grade retention on the 

affective components of learning. Finally, to conclude this work, we reflect on the implications 

of our findings for educational policy and practice.  
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Figure 1 

Overview of the Rationale, State of The Problem, and Aims of the Present Dissertation 
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1. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

1.1. Grade retention: One step back or one step ahead? 

Every year, thousands of students struggle to meet the academic standards for a 

particular grade level. For teachers, dealing with students’ heterogeneity in academic 

competencies and achievement is often seen as a challenge involving greater efforts to 

guarantee high educational standards. School systems have developed and applied different 

strategies to tackle students’ heterogeneity (Dupriez et al., 2008), such as separating students 

according to different educational routes or tracks (popular among Germanic education 

systems) or relying on differentiated and individualised instruction (such as in the Scandinavian 

countries). Among other countries, for many struggling students repeating the grade level will 

be the most likely scenario. This dissertation focuses on this last strategy.  

Grade retention, also referred to as grade repetition, flunking, nonpromotion, or being 

held back (Jimerson, 2001), is the practice of holding academically struggling students back 

in the same grade level for one additional year to give them more time to meet academic 

requirements for that grade level during the repeating year (Allen et al., 2009; Brophy, 2006; 

Jackson, 1975; Shepard & Smith, 1989). Under this definition, in this dissertation, we refer to 

retained students as those who remained in the same grade level for the whole school year 

instead of advancing to the next grade level along with their promoted peers – considered as 

nonretained or promoted students.  

Defining grade retention could seem straightforward, however, it could take different 

forms. Grade retention could result from a voluntary decision initiated by students or their 

families or an involuntary-imposed practice initiated by the school (Brophy, 2006). Involuntary 

grade retention may be based on different measures: it could be a result of standardised 

achievement tests, or it could be a matter of teachers' and schools' judgments of students’ 

academic situation (Bonvin et al., 2008; Brophy, 2006; Goos, Schreier et al., 2013; Xiang & 

Chiu, 2022). In addition, grade retention application also may differ across schools and 

countries. In some cases, retained students might be provided with additional remedial 

interventions such as tutoring, individualised teaching or summer schools (e.g., Allensworth, 

2005; Brophy, 2006; Geng & Rockoff, 2017; Jimerson & Ferguson, 2007; Ӧzek, 2015; 

Schwerdt et al., 2017), while in others grade retention comprises only a mere repetition of the 

subject curriculum (Brophy, 2006). The literature outlined in this work generally considers 

grade retention as an involuntary measure that typically involves mere repetition of subjects. 

In contrast, grade promotion, social promotion, or automatic promotion is considered 

the practice of allowing students to advance to the next grade level with their class group, 

regardless of whether or not they have accomplished the academic standards for the grade 

level (Brophy, 2006; Thompson & Cunningham, 2000; Xia & Kirby, 2009). Social promotion is 

often criticised because it is perceived as a measure that sends unprepared students to the 
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next grade level, which will only increase their difficulties (Thompson & Cunningham, 2000; 

Xia & Kirby, 2009). Also, opponents of social promotion argue that it sends a message that a 

lack of work and effort is allowed and rewarded and that it mirrors a culture of educational 

facilitation and low academic standards (Brophy, 2006; Conboy et al., 2013; Thompson & 

Cunningham, 2000; Xia & Kirby, 2009). 

 In practice, countries differ substantially in the application of grade retention, as can be 

noted in Figure 2, presenting the percentage of students of age 15 that reported having been 

retained at least once, derived from the PISA 2018 questionnaire (Organisation for Economic 

Co-operation and Development ([OECD], 2020). The recent data provided by the OECD 

(2020) show that grade retention is never applied in Norway and Japan and is seldomly applied 

in countries such as Norway, Japan, Iceland, Slovenia, Poland, Estonia, Greece, the United 

Kingdom, Czech Republic, Finland, Sweden, Denmark, or Korea. In these countries, grade 

retention rates are far below the OECD average of 11%. On the other hand, in countries such 

as Portugal, Spain, Belgium, Luxembourg, and Colombia, around 25% of the students reported 

having been retained at least once during their school career. 

The difference in the retention rates reflects, thus, the different pedagogical strategies 

countries apply to manage students’ heterogeneity in terms of achievement. According to 

Mons's (2007) typology, grade retention is not allowed or rarely applied in those countries that 

privilege the use of differentiation and individualised instruction over grade retention 

(individualised integration countries). Examples are Denmark, Iceland, Finland, and Norway, 

presenting relatively low retention rates (see Figure 2). Countries in a second group are those 

with ‘à la carte integration’ models (Mons, 2007), where grade retention is used as a last 

remedy when other measures, such as ability grouping or workload extension, were found 

insufficient (Dupriez et al., 2008). Thus, grade retention in these countries (e.g., United 

Kingdom, United States, Canada, New Zeeland, and Australia) are relatively low.  

On the other hand, in ‘separation countries’ (Mons, 2007), grade retention is often 

applied together with other measures, such as separating students to different routes or tracks 

and early selection based on ability. Examples are Germany, Austria, Hungary, Switzerland, 

Luxembourg, Belgium, and Netherlands, whose rates are generally higher than the OECD 

average. Finally, Portugal is among the countries considered to have a ‘uniform integration 

model’ (Mons, 2007), along with France, Spain, Italy, and Colombia. These countries are 

recognised as using retention as the primary measure to deal with students’ achievement, 

which is confirmed by their extremely high retention rates (Dupriez et al., 2008).  
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Figure 2 

Percentage of 15-Year-old Students Retained at Least Once During Primary or Secondary 

Education, per OECD Country 

 

 

 The differences in the application of grade retention are also underpinned by 

conceptions and attitudes regarding students’ development that, thus, lead to considering 
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grade retention as either a helpful or harmful intervention (Martin, 2011). Proponents of grade 

retention often rely on the nativist, or ‘internal clock’ view of child development (Martin, 2009, 

2011), in which it is considered that students develop at their own pace. Thus, grade retention 

would grant students more time to mature, develop and catch up with the learning material 

without feeling frustrated and without having to work beyond their abilities (Goos, Schreirer et 

al., 2013; Hong & Yu, 2008; McCoy & Reynolds, 1999; Martin, 2011; Smith & Shepard, 1988; 

Tomchin & Impara, 1992; Wu et al., 2010).  

Second, from the teachers’ perspective, retaining students allow creating of more 

homogenous classrooms in terms of achievement, which would ease classroom instruction 

and would help teachers to meet students’ individual needs (Dupriez et al., 2008; Hong & 

Raudenbush, 2005; Le Donné, 2014; Nunes et al., 2018; Shepard & Smith, 1989; Xia & Kirby, 

2009). Third, teachers may often rely on their decision to retain a student on the potential 

benefits it would bring to their feelings of self-confidence and self-worth, as predicted by self-

efficacy and the social comparison frameworks (Bandura, 1977; Festinger, 1954). Grade 

retention may constitute an opportunity for a fresh start. During the repeated year, students 

may finally experience success, feel more competent compared to their colleagues, gain 

positive feedback from teachers and stand out in the classroom in a positive way (Gleason et 

al., 2007). Altogether, these may stimulate students’ self-concept, self-esteem, and motivation 

(Ehmke et al., 2017; Goos, Van Damme et al., 2013; Marsh, 2016; Marsh et al., 2017; Smith 

et al., 2022).  

Finally, it is believed that the threat of grade retention would motivate students to work 

harder and to stay on track (Belot & Vandenberghe, 2014; Dupriez et al., 2008; Hong & 

Raudenbush, 2005; Range et al., 2012). In addition, it sends a message to students that lack 

of effort and poor performance has its consequences (Thompson & Cunningham, 2000; 

Valbuena et al., 2021).  

 Opponents of grade retention, however, argue that this practice does not bring benefits 

to students by considering the transitional (Jimerson, 2001), bioecological (Bronffenbrenner, 

2006), sociocultural (Vygotsky, 1986), self-determination (Deci & Ryan, 2000), and stage-

environment fit (Eccles & Midgley, 1989) theories of development and education. First, in most 

cases, grade retention mainly entails merely repeating the same learning material, impeding 

students from experiencing new challenges and academic growth. In addition, this mere 

repetition does not exactly tackle the students’ difficulties that made them be retained in the 

first place. Altogether, this may undermine students’ motivation (Goos, Van Damme et al., 

2013; Ikeda & Garcia, 2014; Martin, 2011; Hong & Yu, 2007; Valbuena et al., 2021).  

Second, students witness their former age-mates advancing to the next grade while 

they stay back in the same grade and are placed in a classroom with younger peers. Hence, 

this situation may trigger feelings of not fitting in, being out-of-place and not being accepted, 
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and disrupting students’ social relationships. In addition, before retention, students may have 

received negative feedback from their teachers, given their poor performance or adjustment. 

At the same time, after retention, their teachers may also hold negative perceptions and lower 

expectations of them, treating them differently from their peers. Altogether, the stigma 

associated with being retained and the potential feelings of having failed could contribute to 

lower motivation, engagement, self-concept and self-esteem, and lower peer acceptance 

(Demanet & Van Houtte, 2016; Goos, Van Damme et al., 2013; Jimerson, 2001; Kretschmann 

et al., 2019; Martin, 2011; Pagani et al., 2001; Van Canegem et al., 2021; Wu et al., 2010; 

Xiang & Chiu, 2022).  

Third, grade retention is perceived as a costly intervention (Brophy, 2006; Ehmke et 

al., 2010; European Commission, 2020; Flores et al., 2013; Higgins et al., 2022; Ikeda, 2011; 

Ikeda & Garcia, 2014; Justino et al., 2014; Valbuena et al., 2021), entailing both financial, 

opportunity and social costs for the students, their families, and the education system and 

society. For the education system, a student who is retained has the same economic effect as 

a new student entering the school system, doubling the financial cost and resources employed 

(Brophy, 2006; Flores et al., 213; Ikeda, 2011; Justino et al., 2014). In addition, it suggests that 

the resources provided were inefficient for students learning (Brophy, 2006). For students’ 

families, it also requires extra financial support, at least for one year (Kretschmann et al., 2019). 

For students and society in broader terms, retention means delaying the entry into the labour 

market for at least one year (Ikeda, 2011) or into higher levels of education (European 

Commission, 2020), as well as potential risks of early school leaving (Ikeda, 2011; Jimerson, 

1999; Jimerson et al., 2002).  

Finally, it has been claimed that grade retention disproportionately affects students with 

different backgrounds and characteristics, especially the already academically disadvantaged 

students, questioning its fairness (European Commission, 2020; OECD, 2020). Thus, grade 

retention may exacerbate inequalities among students, and most retained students may not 

beneficiate from it (Dupriez et al., 2008; European Commission, 2020; Ikeda, 2011; OECD, 

2020; Xiang & Chiu, 2022). With this in mind, several efforts have been made internationally 

to reduce grade retention rates. 

Indeed, a decrease in retention rates was observed during the last decade. For 

example, Portuguese retention rates obtained from PISA in 2008 were around 35%, and the 

OECD average was 13% (Ikeda, 2011). This decrease suggests that countries are making 

significant efforts to reduce the use of retention (OECD, 2020). However, at the same time, 

the still considerable rates observed in many countries and the variation between countries 

under the same ‘heterogeneity model’ are signaling that other considerations, such as the 

characteristics of the student population, the school context, as well as the beliefs regarding 

retention (Agasisti & Cordero, 2017; Demanet & Van Houte, 2013; Eurydice, 2011; Goos, 
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Schreirer, et al., 2013; Young et al., 2019) may outweigh international recommendations for 

reducing retention. 

 

1.2. Who is retained? 

The most apparent reason to decide to retain students would be their poor academic 

achievement or not having reached the academic standards defined for a certain grade level 

(Agasisti & Cordero, 2017; Bonvin et al., 2008; OECD, 2020). However, studies consistently 

showed that other students’ individual and contextual factors increase their likelihood of being 

retained. Identifying the determinants of grade retention is crucial to help signal students at 

greater risk for grade retention (Davoudzadeh et al., 2015). Such characteristics should also 

be considered when researching grade retention outcomes (Goos, Van Damme et al., 2013). 

These characteristics could be organized into four factors: students’ demographics and family 

background, academic dispositions, behavioural dispositions, and school and system contexts 

(Agasisti & Cordero, 2017; Alexander et al., 2003). 

In general, studies were fairly consistent in showing that grade retention is associated 

with students’ demographics and family background. Specifically, the risk of grade retention 

increases for male students (Alexander et al., 2003; Choi et al., 2018; Davoudzadeh et al., 

2015; Hong and Raudenbush, 2005; Hong and Yu, 2007; Huang, 2014; Jerrim et al., 2021; 

Jimerson et al., 1997; Klapproth & Schatlz, 2015; Pedraja-Chaparro et al., 2015), for those 

younger, and born at the end of the year (Choi et al., 2018; García-Perez et al., 2014; Huang, 

2014; Jerrim et al., 2021; Pedraja-Chaparro et al., 2015), and for those from an ethnic minority 

or with an immigrant status (Alexander et al., 2003; Bali et al., 2005; Hong and Yu, 2007; 

Jimerson et al., 1997; Klapproth & Schaltz, 2015; Pedraja-Chaparro et al., 2015). Students’ 

socioeconomic background and their family situation matter as well. Students with lower 

socioeconomic status are more likely to repeat a grade (Alexander et al., 2003; Bali et al., 

2005; Choi et al., 2018: Davoudzadeh et al., 2015; Fine & Davis, 2003; Jerrim et al., 2021; 

Klapproth & Schaltz, 2015; Pedraja-Chaparro et al., 2015), as well as students with parents, 

particularly mothers with lower educational levels (Agasisti & Cordero, 2017; Alexander et al., 

2003; Davoudzadeh et al., 2015; Gadeyne et al., 2008). The lower parental engagement was 

also associated with higher grade retention (Gadeyne et al., 2008; Hong & Raudenbush, 2005; 

Huang, 2014; Jimerson et al., 1997). In Portugal, similar profiles of retained students were 

found (Bastos & Ferrão, 2019; Conboy, 2011; Conboy et al., 2013; Ferrão, 2015; Nunes et al., 

2018; Pereira & Reis, 2014). 

Naturally, academic and cognitive variables also impact students’ retention probability. 

Kindergarten attendance has been found to prevent students from being retained (Agasisti & 

Cordero, 2017; Davoudzadeh et al., 2015; Pedraja-Chaparro et al., 2015). Students are more 

likely to repeat a grade when they show lower levels of achievement (Bali et al., 2005; Bonvin 
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et al., 2008; Choi et al., 2018; Fine & Davis, 2003; Gadeyne et al., 2008; Huang, 2014; 

Jimerson et al., 1997; McCoy & Reynolds, 1999), when they are assessed as having lower 

cognitive abilities (Agasisti & Cordero, 2017; Bonvin et al., 2008; Huang, 2014; Jimerson et al., 

1997; McCoy & Reynolds, 1999) and lower maturity (Bonvin et al., 2008; Huang, 2014; Pereira 

& Reis, 2014). Moreover, grade retention was associated with lower classroom adjustment 

and academic-related behaviours (Alexander et al., 2003; Gadeyne et al., 2008; Huang, 2014; 

Jimerson et al., 1997), lower self-concept and motivation (Ferrão, 2015; Kretschmann et al., 

2019), and lower social and emotional skills, such as peer relationships or deviant behaviours 

(Demanet & Van Houtte, 2013; Gadeyne et al., 2008; Lubbers et al., 2006; Huang, 2014; 

Jimerson et al., 1997; Sidali et al., 2021). 

The school context also matters in explaining grade retention practice, and one school 

factor, in particular, has consistently emerged from the literature. In schools with a higher 

disadvantaged composition, i.e., with a more significant proportion of disadvantaged students 

or sited in a disadvantaged area, students present a higher probability of being retained 

(Agasisti & Cordero, 2017; Davoudzadeh et al., 2015; Ferrão, 2015; OECD, 2020; Pires et al., 

2021). In some contexts, such as the Portuguese and Spanish, attending a public school also 

increases the odds of being retained (Choi et al., 2018; Conboy, 2011; Conboy et al., 2013; 

Ferrão, 2015; Pires et al., 2021). This relates to the previous findings since private schools are 

most likely attended by socioeconomically advantaged students. Thus, disadvantaged 

students’ likelihood of being retained is two-fold: they are more likely to be retained given their 

individual and family economic and social situation, and, in addition, because they are more 

likely to attend a school with a more disadvantaged composition. Caution is advised since 

grade retention may induce more inequalities between students (Conboy et al., 2013; Ferrão, 

2015; OECD, 2020; Xiang & Chiu, 202).   

Although in a limited number, the literature has also pointed to teachers’ regarding the 

effectiveness of grade retention as a predictor of its use. Specifically, the more teachers 

believe that grade retention produces positive effects, the more they will retain their students 

(Bonvin et al., 2008; Santos et al., 2023). Furthermore, previous studies have shown that many 

teachers hold positive beliefs regarding grade retention effectiveness (Range et al., 2012; 

Santos et al., 2023; Tomchin & Impara, 1992). Finally, teachers’ judgments of students, 

especially regarding their academic performance, competencies, maturity, or academic effort 

(Bonvin et al., 2008; Tomchin & Impara, 1992; Young et al., 2019), also play a crucial role in 

grade retention decision.  

Taken together, these groups of determinants suggest that other variables are at play 

when teachers or schools decide to (or not) retain a student (Bonvin et al., 2008; OECD, 2020; 

Young et al., 2019). Thus, they must be considered not only when deciding in favour or against 

retaining a student but also when assessing the effects of retention.  
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1.3. Effects of grade retention 

Given its controversial nature and its widespread application, the effects of grade 

retention have been extensively investigated and summarised (Allen et al., 2009; Bright, 2011; 

Holmes, 1989, Holmes & Matthews, 1984; Jackson, 1975; Jimerson, 2001; Valbuena et al., 

2021; Xia & Kirby, 2009). Research on the effects of grade retention has a long tradition, as 

the first studies date back to the early 1900s (Jackson, 1975). Jackson (1975) conducted the 

first review on the effects of grade retention on students’ academic achievement and personal 

and social adjustment. By reviewing 44 studies conducted between 1911 and 1973, Jackson 

(1975) concluded that the effects of grade retention did not outweigh the effects of grade 

promotion. Thus, he stated that “those educators who retain pupils in a grade do so without 

valid research evidence to indicate that such treatment will provide greater benefits to students 

with academic or adjustment difficulties than will promotion to the next grade (Jackson. 1975, 

p.627). In addition, Jackson (1975) questioned the quality of some research conducted to 

estimate grade retention effects and recommended using high-quality designs to compare 

retained students with their promoted counterparts.  

Nearly one decade after the first review on grade retention effects, Holmes and 

Matthews (1984) conducted a meta-analysis of 44 studies published between 1929 and 1981 

considering the effects of grade retention in primary and secondary education on students’ 

achievement and socioemotional outcomes. Overall, they found an effect size (ES) of -0.37, 

suggesting detrimental effects of grade retention on students’ achievement (ES = -0.44) and 

students’ socioemotional outcomes (ES = -0.27). The review of Holmes (1989) updated the 

previous meta-analysis by reviewing 63 studies conducted between 1929 and 1989. In this 

review, the effects of grade retention were also generally adverse (ES = -0.19) on students’ 

achievement (ES = -0.19) and socioemotional outcomes (ES = -0.09). Holmes (1989) called 

attention to the fact that the few (9) studies presenting positive effects “involved positive 

remediation plus retention” (p. 28).  

Jimerson (2001) summarised the research findings of grade retention effects on both 

achievement and socioemotional variables, considering 20 studies investigating grade 

retention in primary and lower secondary education. The results obtained led Jimerson (2001) 

to conclude that grade retention is not an effective intervention for students’ achievement (ES 

= -0.39) and socioemotional adjustment (ES = -0.22). In addition, the review from Jimerson et 

al. (2002), considering studies published between 1970 and 2000 on the relationship between 

grade retention and school dropout, found that “early grade retention is one of the most 

powerful predictors of later school withdrawal” (p. 452). 

The effects of grade retention on students’ academic achievement have been further 

summarised in Allen et al.’s (2009) and Bright’s (2011) meta-analyses. Allen et al. (2009) 

challenged the quality of methods employed in previous reviews, especially the methodological 
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approaches of the reviewed studies. Thus, considering only studies that provided solid support 

for causal inferences, the results from 19 studies published between 1990 and 2007 yielded 

an overall null effect of grade retention (ES = 0.04). However, as Allen et al. (2009) mentioned, 

a nonsignificant finding does not favour grade retention. Instead, “a finding of “no significant 

difference” for retention on achievement calls into question the educational benefits of grade 

retention policies” (Allen et al., 2009, p. 492). In addition, the authors tested the moderating 

effect of the length of the follow-up and generally found more negative results as the years 

post-retention increased. Bright’s (2011) meta-analysis of studies conducted between 1990 

and 2010 showed a more detrimental effect of retention on students’ achievement (ES = -

0.50). However, the only methodological inclusion criterion was whether the study presented 

or not a comparison group.  

At this point, the described reviews mainly focused on students’ achievement and, to a 

lesser extent, on students’ psychosocial adjustment and dropout. The review from Xia and 

Kirby (2009) expanded the scope by considering grade retention effects on other academic 

and non-academic variables, such as students’ postsecondary education enrollment and 

employment outcomes. In their literature review, 91 studies between 1980 and 2008 examined 

the effects of grade retention on students’ academic achievement, socioemotional outcomes 

and long-term educational (school dropout and postsecondary education enrollment) and 

employment outcomes. Overall, the authors found that the potential gains in achievement or 

socioemotional factors are very short-lived and tend to vanish over time (Xia & Kirby, 2009). 

Notably, this idea is emphasised by the long-term adverse effects of retention on students’ 

propensity to dropout of school and postsecondary education enrolment and on students’ 

employment outcomes in adulthood (Xia & Kirby, 2009). However, this narrative review pointed 

to the negligible number of studies considering the long-term academic and employment 

outcomes (Xia & Kirby, 2009). 

More recently and in the course of this dissertation, Valbuena and colleagues (2021) 

conducted a systematic review aiming to provide evidence on grade retention in kindergarten, 

primary, and secondary education on students’ achievement, educational and employment 

outcomes. This review contained 42 studies using causal inference techniques published 

between 2001 and 2020. The findings of this review are in line with those from Xia and Kirby 

(2009), suggesting that benefits of grade retention, found mostly in short-term and under 

specific circumstances as such remediation interventions plus retention (Jackson, 1975), tend 

to vanish with academic and employment outcomes in outlook.  

Summing up, the findings from these reviews generally questioned the effectiveness of 

grade retention (Allen et al., 2009; Bright, 2011; Holmes, 1989, Holmes & Matthews, 1984; 

Jackson, 1975; Jimerson, 2001; Valbuena et al., 2021; Xia & Kirby, 2009), given its most 

negative or null effects. Surprisingly, most of the studies reviewed so far were conducted in 
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the United States, except for a couple of papers reviewed by Xia & Kirby (2009) and Bright 

(2011) and, more recently, by Valbuena et al. (2021). In addition, none of the reviews evaluated 

grade retention’s effects considering differences between countries with higher or lower 

retention rates. 

Since grade retention is often a result of poor achievement, studying its effects on 

students’ further academic development has been of concern for many researchers, educators 

and policymakers (Agasisti & Cordero, 2017; Bonvin et al., 2008; OECD, 2020). There are 

some reasons to expect that grade retention will improve students’ achievement, as mentioned 

in section 1.1. On the one hand, grade retention is intended to provide students with the so-

called ‘gift of time’ (Hong & Yu, 2008; Smith & Shepard, 1988; Wu et al., 2010), providing them 

with an additional year to master the learning material that they were not capable to do during 

the previous year. In addition, from a cognitive development perspective (Piaget & Inhelder, 

1966), students only will be ready to master new learning material after consolidating the 

previous knowledge. On the other hand, grade retention allows creating of more homogeneous 

classrooms in terms of academic competencies, facilitating teacher instruction, and reducing 

the gap between students (Dupriez et al., 2008; Hong & Raudenbush, 2005; Le Donné, 2014; 

Nunes et al., 2018; Shepard & Smith, 1989; Xia & Kirby, 2009). At the same time, negative 

effects of grade retention may be found since it mainly consists of a mere repetition of all 

subjects, including those students that have succeeded. Thus, as predicted by sociocultural 

development theory (Vygotsky, 1986), such repetition deprives students of access to 

meaningful and stimulating intellectual challenges and learning, which are critical for cognitive 

development.  

 Considering the empirical findings considering the European context, some studies 

found positive short-term effects of grade retention (Goos, Van Damme, et al., 2013; Klapproth 

et al., 2016). Yet, in line with previous meta-analyses conducted in the United States, these 

initial positive effects diminish or even disappear in longer run (Alet et al., 2013; Goos, Van 

Damme et al., 2013; Ehmke et al., 2010, 2017; Klapproth et al., 2016; Vandecandelaere, 

Schmitt, et al., 2016). Similar findings were obtained in studies using Portuguese samples. 

Nunes et al. (2018) found no effects of repeating the 4 th grade on students’ 6th grade national 

exams. Pereira and Reis (2014) found negative effects of grade retention in primary education 

and positive effects of grade retention in secondary education on PISA reading and math 

scores, illustrating these short vs long-term differences. It is noticeable that teachers often 

whiteness only the temporary gains, and mainly because of these short-term effects on 

achievement, they tend to hold favourable beliefs regarding retention (Alet et al., 2013; Fine & 

Davis, 2003).  

 Although the effects of grade retention on students’ academic achievement are 

relatively well established (Allen et al., 2009; Valbuena et al., 2021), the findings on the 
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relationship between grade retention and students’ affective components of learning have 

been less consistent. One main reason for mixed findings is that the terms ‘psychosocial 

outcomes’ and ‘socioemotional factors’ are used interchangeably and cover a broad set of 

affective components of learning and other general social and emotional behaviours and 

attitudes. Jimerson (2001), for example, considered in his review that socioemotional variables 

were those that “included peer competence, self-esteem, locus of control, achievement 

expectations, school satisfaction, school engagement, behaviour problems, and other 

composite variables incorporating students’ attitudes, behaviours, and social and emotional 

adjustment” (p. 424). On the other hand, Xia and Kirby (2009) in their review, considered 

socioemotional outcomes the following variables: “social adjustment, peer acceptance, 

perceived academic competence, self-concept, self-esteem/self-worth, emotional health, 

suicide, and student attitudes” (p. 22). These two definitions illustrate the complexity of drawing 

solid conclusions regarding grade retention’s effects on these outcomes. In this work, we 

intended to contribute to this topic by considering specific affective components of learning 

often related to students’ achievement and academic success: academic self-concept, self-

esteem, motivational orientations, and school belonging. 

Students’ academic self-concept is defined as a cognitive self-evaluation of 

competence in specific academic-related domains (e.g., reading self-concept).  This variable 

plays a significant and reciprocal role in students’ school adjustment, achievement, and 

educational success (Guay et al., 2010; Huang, 2011; Marsh & Yeung, 1997; Shavelson et al., 

1976). Conversely, self-esteem is considered an overall (negative or positive) affective 

judgment of one’s self-worth (Harter, 1999).  

Regarding students’ motivational orientations, it is recognised that it is critical for 

students’ academic behaviour and performance (Meece et al., 2006). Students’ goal 

orientations have become one of the largest fields of research in students’ motivation and can 

be characterised by students’ reasons or purposes for engaging in certain achievement 

behaviours (Anderman & Wolters, 2006; Kaplan & Maher, 2007; Meece et al., 2006; Eccles & 

Wigfield, 2002; Skaalvik, 1997). Also interconnected with and often referred to as a social 

aspect of motivation (Goodenow & Grady, 1993; Martin et al., 2017), students’ sense of school 

belonging or school attachment, school engagement, and identification with school (Finn, 

1989; Goodenow & Grady, 1993; OECD, 2003; Voelkl, 1996; Slaten et al., 2016) is considered 

the feeling of being accepted, respected, valued, and supported by peers and the broader 

school community (Finn, 1989; Goodenow & Grady, 1993; OECD, 2003; Voelkl, 1996). These 

feelings are associated with feelings of valuing school and valuing school success. These two 

components of school belonging are closely linked with students’ participation at school (Finn, 

1989) and with other desirable educational outcomes, such as students’ achievement, 
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motivation, academic engagement, and self-esteem (Goodenow & Grady, 1993; Ma, 2003; 

Martin et al., 2017; Sirin & Rogers-Sirin, 2004; Wentzel, 2002).  

While grade retention is expected to affect students’ achievement, it is also recognised 

that it may impact the abovementioned learning components. First, regarding academic self-

concept and particularly to explain its positive effects, social comparison theory (Festinger, 

1954), specifically the big-fish-little pond effect (Marsh, 1987; Marsh, Seaton, et al., 2008, 

Marsh, Trautwein, et al., 2008) has been often mentioned. In this regard, students form their 

self-perception of competence by comparing their school-related accomplishments with those 

of their classmates, and this frame of references acts as the base for their self-concept 

development (Marsh, 2016; Marsh et al., 2017; Marsh, Seaton, et al., 2008, Marsh, Trautwein, 

et al., 2008). After retention, students are placed in a classroom with younger and academically 

less experienced peers, which confers some advantages for repeaters. Thus, repeaters would 

adjust their competence beliefs by taking their new peers as the reference group (Marsh, 2016; 

Marsh et al., 2017).  

Considering research findings on the effects of retention on students’ self-concept, 

previous meta-analyses obtained an effect size of -0.19 (Holmes & Matthews, 1984), -0.13 

(Holmes, 1989) or -0.04 (Jimerson, 2001). In addition, empirical studies within the European 

context also revealed mixed findings, revealing both positive (Ehmke et al., 2010; Lamote et 

al., 2016; Marsh et al., 2017) and adverse short-term effects (Kretschmann et al., 2019), while 

the long-term effects were mainly adverse (Klapproth et al., 2016; Van Canegem et al., 2021) 

or nonsignificant (Lamote et al., 2014; Marsh et al., 2017). In the Portuguese context, the 

results from Nascimento and Peixoto (2012) and Peixoto et al. (2016) showed negative effects 

of grade retention on students’ self-concept in lower secondary education. 

The negative findings may also be attributed to the fact that retained students might 

perceive that being retained constitutes a personal failure that makes them less competent 

and capable (Jimerson, 2001; Goos, Van Damme et al., 2013). Also, because of retention, 

students may receive a negative label such as ‘slow learner’ (Martin, 2011; Mathys et al., 

2019), which contributes to the stigmatisation of these students within the school and 

classroom contexts (Demanet & Van Houtte, 2016; Wu et al., 2010). Altogether, these 

perceptions may undermine students’ academic self-concept and self-esteem (Mathys et al., 

2019; Nascimento & Peixoto, 2012; Peixoto et al., 2016).  

To explain the effects of grade retention on students’ motivation and engagement, the 

self-determination theory (Deci & Ryan, 2000), the stage-environment fit theory (Eccles & 

Midgley, 1989), and the self-worth theory (Covington, 1992) may provide valuable insights. 

Briefly, the self-determination theory (Deci & Ryan, 2000) posits that people have three 

psychological needs that must be fulfilled to promote their motivation: the need for 

competence, autonomy and relatedness (Deci & Ryan, 2000). In essence, the stage-
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environment fit theory (Eccles & Midgley, 1989; Eccles et al., 1993) was elaborated to explain 

the decrease in students’ motivation during adolescence. It is stated that students decline their 

academic motivation because they find a ‘misfit’ between their characteristics and 

psychological needs and the characteristics of their social environment (i.e., school). Finally, 

the self-worth theory (Covington, 1992, 2000) states that to protect their levels of self-

acceptance, not well-succeeded students may engage in several avoidant behaviours to avoid 

failure, such as self-handicapping behaviours (e.g., procrastination) or disengagement 

(Castella et al., 2013; Covington, 2000).  

Based on these frameworks, grade retention is expected to impact students’ motivation 

and sense of belonging negatively (Demanet & Van Houtte, 2016; Goos, Van Damme et al., 

2013; Ikeda & Garcia, 2014; Hong & Yu, 2007; Jimerson, 2001; Kretschmann et al., 2019; 

Martin, 2011; Pagani et al., 2001; Van Canegem et al., 2021; Wu et al., 2010; Xiang & Chiu, 

2022). As already stated, grade retention is often only a matter of repetition of the same 

learning material at least one more time. Also, retained students might feel frustrated and as 

having failed their main mission: to succeed in school. After being retained, they are also 

detached from their peer group, with whom they most probably have formed significant 

relationships. Thus, altogether, these experiences may undermine students’ needs for 

competence (e.g., self-concept), acceptance (e.g., belonging), as well students’ adaptive goal 

orientations or success-oriented behaviours (Baumeister & Leary, 1995; Covington, 2000; 

Deci & Ryan, 2000; Eccles et al., 1993; Slaten et al., 2016). On the other hand, these 

experiences may also exacerbate feelings of isolation, being an outsider and being detached 

from school (Demanet & Van Houtte, 2016; Goos, Van Damme, et al., 2013). Moreover, grade 

retention is mainly involuntary, which may undermine students’ sense of autonomy (Brophy, 

2006). 

Considering the effects of retention on students’ motivation and belonging summarised 

in previous reviews, although they were not directly assessed, proximal terms are used, such 

as behavioural engagement and attitudes towards school. Regarding behavioural engagement 

as a proxy of students’ motivation, the meta-analyses of Homes and Mathews (1984), Holmes 

(1989), and Jimerson (2001) showed mainly negative effects (ES =-0.31 to -0.11). Similarly, 

the effect size for attitudes towards school was, on average, -0.15 (Holmes, 1989; Holmes & 

Matthews, 1984). In what concerns empirical studies in Europe exploring these two variables, 

research is, to our knowledge, rather scarce. More specifically, the effects of grade retention 

on students’ goal orientations are still understudied and, to our knowledge, only Nascimento 

and Peixoto (2012) and Peixoto et al. (2016, 2017) considered effects on this motivation 

framework, showing that retained students presented lower levels of task orientation (i.e., 

engagement in learning activities to develop task-related skills, Skaalvik, 1997) after being 

retained, and higher levels of avoidance orientation. In addition, considering students’ sense 
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of belonging, Mathys et al. (2019) found negative short-term effects on secondary students’, 

while Van Canegem et al. (2021) found negative effects, and Klapproth et al. (2016) found 

nonsignificant medium to long-term effects in the same age group.   

Previous literature also claimed that to better understand grade retention effects, one 

should take into consideration the context under which it occurs (Demanet & Van Houtte, 2013, 

2016; Hong & Raudenbush, 2005, 2006; Hong & Yu, 2008; Marsh, 2016; Van Canegem et al., 

2021). Particularly, school retention composition through the proportion of retained students 

attending the same school has been found to affect all students’ academic achievement 

(Bietenbeck, 2014; Gottfried, 2013; Hong & Raudenbush, 2005) and postsecondary enrollment 

intentions (Santos et al., 2022).  

Considering the affective components of learning, Hong and Yu (2008) argued that “the 

social-emotional outcomes of a child are usually not independent of the social-emotional 

outcomes of his or her schoolmates” (p. 410). Thus, the spillover effects of retention on 

promoted students’ psychosocial outcomes may also be expected (Bietenbeck, 2014; 

Gottfried, 2013). Indeed, the few existing studies showed that school retention composition 

affected students’ same-grade friendships (Damenet & Van Houtte, 2016), school misconduct 

and academic behaviour (Bietenbeck, 2014; Demanet & Van Houtte, 2013), and school 

belonging (Van Canegem et al., 2021). These findings were justified by taking into 

consideration the fluctuation in retention rates across schools (Hong & Raudenbush, 2005) 

and the reference group theory (Richter, 1976) in that it is recognised that retained students 

attending a school with only a small number of peers in the same condition will more likely 

stand out in comparison with retained students in a school with a greater share of peers in the 

same situation (Van Canegem et al., 2021). Thus, grade retention is less stigmatising and has 

less detrimental effects in schools with a larger proportion of retained students (Demanet & 

Van Houtte, 2013). Further studies should consider this (moderating) variable in determining 

how grade retention experiences differ according to different school contexts. The impact of 

grade retention on repeaters’ classmates will also be of interest since it is believed that it may 

undermine the classroom environment and non-retained students’ performance (Lavy et al., 

2012).  

A final note must be given to the long-term effects of grade retention, particularly 

considering students’ academic and professional career outcomes. Grade retention is often 

related to students’ lower chances of high-school graduation and post-secondary enrolment 

(Belot & Vanderberghe, 2014; Cockx et al., 2019; Fine & Davis, 2003; Fraysier et al., 2020; 

Geng & Rockoff, 2017; Goos, Van Damme, et al., 2013; Huddleston, 2014; Jimerson,1999; 

Mendez et al., 2015; Santos et al., 2022), higher school-mobility, placement in special 

education and subsequent grade retention (Cockx et al., 2019; Geng & Rockoff, 2017; Goos, 

Van Damme, et al., 2013; Moser et al., 2012). In addition, grade retention was strongly 
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associated with students’ school absenteeism and dropout (Allensworth, 2005; Eide & 

Showalter, 2001; Giano et al., 2022; Gubbels et al., 2019; Huddleston, 2014; Hughes et al., 

2018; Jimerson, 1999; Jimerson et al., 2002; Ou & Reynolds, 2010). Regarding students’ 

employment outcomes, the few existing studies suggest mainly nonsignificant or slightly 

negative effects (Baert & Picchio, 2021; Eide & Showalter, 2001; Jimerson, 1999; Ou & 

Reynolds, 2010) on students’ earnings and professional career. Given these long-lasting 

detrimental effects of retention, Jimerson et al. (2002) stated that regarding retention, we may 

often win the battle (i.e., short-term benefit) but, in the end, lose the war (i.e., long-term 

detrimental effects). Studies within the Portuguese context considering these variables are 

very limited or inexistent in the case of professional career. The few studies investigating 

students’ academic career showed that retained students demonstrated lower school 

progression (Nunes et al., 2018) and lower intentions to enrol in postsecondary education 

(Santos et al., 2022). 

 

1.4. Grade retention in Portugal 

The Portuguese education system comprises 12 years of compulsory education 

(Eurydice, 2022) and is organised in basic (grades 1 to 9) and secondary education (grades 

10 to 12). Basic education is divided into three consecutive cycles: grades 1-4, corresponding 

to primary education; grades 5-6, corresponding to the second cycle; and grades 7-9, 

corresponding to lower secondary education. The Portuguese school system is categorised 

by Mons (2007) as a uniform system since the cycles of Basic education share a common core 

curriculum, whereas secondary education requires vocational choices (European 

Commission, 2020). 

As mentioned previously and observed in Figure 2, grade retention is still widely applied 

in Portugal when students fail to reach academic standards established for a particular grade 

level. These high retention rates are related to the uniform structure of the Portuguese school 

system (Dupriez et al., 2008; Mons, 2007), in that, by sharing a common core curriculum, grade 

retention is the primary strategy used, acting both as a corrective and as a formative measure 

(Santos et al., 2023). As Dupriez et al. (2008) state, education systems with a uniform structure 

often lack other tools to deal with students’ heterogeneity in terms of academic competencies, 

which also could be due to difficulties in finding alternative tools to deal with students’ academic 

difficulties (European Commission, 2020).  

Additionally, Portuguese high retention rates may reflect a ‘culture of retention’ 

(European Commission, 2020; Eurydice, 2011; Goos, Schreier, et al., 2013; Santos et al., 

2023), meaning that teachers hold positive beliefs that grade retention will bring benefits to 

students. Recently, Santana (2019) and Santos et al. (2023) found in their studies that positive 

beliefs regarding grade retention are widespread across Portuguese school teachers. The 
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authors also found that these beliefs are closely linked to teachers’ pedagogical beliefs, 

suggesting that teachers who hold transmissive models of learning tend to believe in the 

effectiveness of grade retention. Moreover, this culture of retention is stronger when positive 

beliefs are shared amongst teachers, and when teachers feel that their colleagues support 

their views, they tend to retain more students (Santos et al., 2023). 

For over a decade, the Portuguese legislation has considered grade retention as an 

‘exceptional measure’ that should only be used with a pedagogical purpose when grade 

promotion compromises the acquisition of new learnings (Decree-Law no. 55/2018, 2018, 

Portaria 223/A, 2018). The exception is for grade 1, where grade retention is not allowed 

(Decree-Law no. 55/2018, 2018, Portaria 223/A, 2018).  

The main reasons to retain a student lie in achievement and attendance. The legislation 

in force defines that, for the end of each cycle (i.e., 4 th, 6th, and 9th grade), students must be 

retained when they score insufficient, in primary education and below 3 (on a scale from 1 to 

5) in second and third cycles, on core subjects or three school subjects (e.g., Portuguese, 

Math, and another compulsory subject; Portaria 223/A, 2018). In the remaining grade levels, 

grade retention decision falls on schools and on teachers who have (some) autonomy to define 

in which specific circumstances students are retained.  

 While the Portuguese retention rates stand out within the international context, a 

downward trend has been observed during the last decade in the number of students retained 

every year. Figures 3, 4 and 5 present grade retention and dropout rates in Basic education 

between the school year 2009/2010, representing the school year when students from Study 

2 (chapter 4) enrolled in 1st grade, and the school year 2020/2021, the latest statistics available 

(Ministério da Educação/Direcção Geral de Educação, nd.).  

Figure 3 clearly shows that the restrictions applied to 1st grade retention led to high 

retention in 2nd grade. However, grade retention is more common in the second and third cycle, 

as shown in Figures 4 and 5. These Figures also highlights the downward trajectory in grade 

retention rates starting in 2013 (CNE, 2020), presumably as a result of national policies 

implemented by the Portuguese Ministry of Education to reduce grade retention rates, such as 

‘Programa Mais Sucesso Escolar’ (Barata et al., 2015). It should be mentioned that the lowest 

rates observed so far (the school year 2019/2020) correspond to the start of the COVID-19 

pandemic and the related school closure and lockdown, which disrupted teaching and learning. 

Based on this, the National Association of School Psychologists ([NASP], 2021) advised 

against the use of retention as a measure to tackle learning losses during COVID-19. The 

same 'rule’ was generally applied in Portugal, as seen by the lower grade retention rates. 

Nevertheless, after this disrupting period, the retention rates have risen by at least one 

percentage point (the school year 2020/2021).  
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Figure 3 

Grade Retention and Dropout Rates Between 2010 and 2021 in the First Cycle 

 

 

 

Figure 4 

Grade Retention and Dropout Rates Between 2010 and 2021 in the Second Cycle 

 

 

 

Notwithstanding the downward tendency of its application, grade retention is still often 

seen by teachers as a pedagogical and effective practice. Surprisingly, studies considering the 

effects of grade retention conducted in the Portuguese context still need to be made available. 

To the best of our knowledge, only a few studies considered the effects of grade retention on 

Portuguese students’ achievement (Conboy et al., 2013; Nunes et al., 2018; Pereira & Reis, 

2014; Rosário et al., 2013), affective components of learning (Nascimento & Peixoto, 2012; 
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Peixoto et al., 2016, 2017), and students’ school career (Nunes et al., 2018; Santos et al., 

2022).  

 

Figure 5 

Grade Retention and Dropout Rates Between 2010 and 2021 In the Third Cycle 
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2. THE PRESENT DISSERTATION 

2.1. Research aims 

Grade retention is a widely applied, as well as debated, educational measure. This 

debate is particularly fueled by mixed findings regarding grade retention effects on students’ 

achievement, psychosocial factors, academic career and professional career (Allen et al., 

2009; Jimerson, 2001; Valbuena et al., 2021; Xia & Kirby, 2009). Grade retention deals with 

one of the most precious things one has: time. Thus, it would be critical to understand whether, 

by retaining students in grade, we would be providing them more time or taking that time from 

them (Ehmke et al., 2010; Ikeda, 2011; Valbuena et al., 2021). In addition to these timely costs, 

grade retention also has economic, social and opportunity costs (Brophy, 2006; Ehmke et al., 

2010; European Commission, 2020; Flores et al., 2013; Higgins et al., 2022; Ikeda, 2011; Ikeda 

& Garcia, 2014; Justino et al., 2014; Valbuena et al., 2021). Grade retention is often negatively 

associated with equity in Education (European Commission, 2020; Lavy et al., 2012; OECD, 

2020; Xiang & Chiu, 2022), given that it may exacerbate student inequalities.  

Notwithstanding these costs, grade retention is still applied, and researchers still seek 

the answer to its effectiveness. Several authors have advised the research community to use 

sound methodologies to provide causal inferences of grade retention effects (Allen et al., 2009; 

Jimerson, 2001; Valbuena et al., 2001; Xia & Kirby, 2009). Yet, several studies do not mirror 

this recommendation, which may contribute to the less consensus around retention. Also, the 

answer to the question of how grade retention affects students is rather complex because it is 

affected by and affects different aspects of students’ lives (Agasisti & Cordero, 2017; Allen et 

al., 2009; Jimerson, 2001; Valbuena et al., 2001; Xia & Kirby, 2009). Notably, most review 

studies that sought to provide clarity regarding grade retention effectiveness have directed little 

attention to other variables in addition to students’ achievement, such as psychosocial, 

academic, and professional career outcomes (Allen et al., 2009; Bright, 2011; Holmes, 1989; 

Holmes & Matthews, 1984; Jackson, 1975; Jimerson, 2001; Xia & Kirby, 2009).  

Naturally, the effects of grade retention on students’ achievement and their academic 

career should not be understood without the affective components of learning (Jimerson, 

2001), given the bidirectional relationship between these components, such as motivation, 

engagement, self-concept, and their achievement and school success (Goodenow & Grady, 

1993; Guay et al., 2010; Huang, 2011; Ma, 2003; Marsh, 2016; Marsh & Yeung, 1997; Martin 

et al., 2017; Shavelson et al., 1976; Sirin & Rogers-Sirin, 2004). Even when debating about 

the benefits or detrimental effects of grade retention, the main reasons raised are related to 

affective factors, such as students’ self-esteem, motivation, self-confidence, etc. (Dupriez et 

al., 2008; Ehmke et al., 2017; Goos, Schreirer et al., 2013; Hong & Raudenbush, 2005; Hong 

& Yu, 2008; McCoy & Reynolds, 1999; Marsh, 2016; Marsh et al., 2017; Martin, 2011; Nunes 
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et al., 2018; Shepard & Smith, 1989; Smith & Shepard, 1988; Tomchin & Impara, 1992; Wu et 

al., 2010; Xia & Kirby, 2009; Young et al., 2019). 

Given this, the first general aim of this dissertation was to investigate the effectiveness 

of grade retention by mapping and synthesising the research findings from studies conducted 

during the last two decades on the effects of grade retention on students’ achievement, 

psychosocial variables, academic career, and professional career. Moreover, given the 

already mentioned importance of the affective components of learning on students’ academic 

success, and the less consensual findings regarding the effects of grade retention on this 

group of variables, the second general aim of this dissertation was to investigate the effects of 

grade retention on students’ affective components of learning. Considering the second general 

aim of this dissertation of investigating the affective components of learning, two specific aims 

were established: 

Aim 2a: To investigate the effects of grade retention on (the development of) Portuguese 

secondary students’ self-concept, self-esteem goal orientations, school belonging and school 

valuing; 

Aim 2b: To investigate the moderating effects of school retention composition on the 

relationship between grade retention and those affective components.  

The rationale behind Aim 2a was twofold: first, as already documented, the studies 

conducted within the Portuguese context are very limited, and only a few considered the 

affective components of learning (Nascimento & Peixoto, 2012; Peixoto et al., 2016, 2017). As 

was also already demonstrated, grade retention is a common practice in Portugal (see Figure 

2). While its rates have been declining every year (see Figures 3, 4, and 5), teachers’ beliefs 

regarding the effectiveness of this practice are most favourable (Santana, 2019; Santos et al., 

2023). This scenario highlights the need for clarity regarding grade retention's effects in this 

specific context. Second, many studies have investigated grade retention effects in primary 

education (e.g., Goos, Van Damme, et al., 2013; Gleason et al., 2007; Hwang & Cappella, 

2018; Moser et al., 2012; Vandecandelaere, Schmitt, et al., 2016; Wu et al., 2010). However, 

some researchers claimed that grade retention might be more harmful in later grades 

(Demanet & Van Houtte, 2016; García-Perez et al., 2014; Giano et al., 2022; Jimerson & 

Ferguson, 2007; Mathys et al., 2019; Wu et al., 2010) when the stigma of being retained may 

be more pronounced and when students may be more aware regarding its consequences 

(Anderson et al., 2005; Demanet & Van Houtte, 2013, 2016; Wu et al., 2010).  

Aim 2b was grounded in the importance of the school context in understanding grade 

retention effects (Demanet & Van Houtte, 2013, 2016; Hong & Yu, 2008; Marsh, 2016; Smith 

& Shepard, 1988; Van Canegem et al., 2021). Following previous research on this matter 

(Bietenbeck, 2014; Demanet & Van Houtte, 2013, 2016; Gottfried, 2013; Hong & Raudenbush, 

2005; Van Canegem et al., 2021), we considered school retention composition, meaning the 
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proportion of retained students attended to the same school. The research on this moderator 

is still scarce but has consistently shown that school retention composition affects students’ 

psychosocial outcomes (Demanet & Van Houtte, 2013, 2016; Van Canegem et al., 2021). This 

limited number of studies suggests that more investigation is needed to unveil the impact of 

school retention composition on students’ outcomes.  

The two general aims of this dissertation and the two specific aims were addressed 

through three empirical studies, which will be briefly described in the next section. Finally, this 

dissertation aimed to inform researchers, teachers, the broader school community, and 

policymakers about the effectiveness of grade retention and to shed light on the next steps for 

providing support to struggling students. 

 

2.2. Overview of the empirical studies 

This dissertation presents three empirical studies that sought to bridge gaps identified 

in the literature review, considering the body of studies focused on studying grade retention 

effectiveness. Before moving to the empirical section, we provide a brief overview of the 

research aims of each study. Figure 6 presents the main variables addressed in the empirical 

studies. 

In chapter 3, we present Study 1: a meta-analysis that investigated the effects of grade 

retention on several students’ academic and non-academic outcomes, namely, academic 

achievement, psychosocial variables, school career, and professional career (see Figure 6). 

Additionally, we aimed to investigate whether the effects of grade retention differ by the context 

where it is applied (i.e., country), the retention application (i.e., whether additional interventions 

are provided), the outcome domain (i.e., the outcomes listed above), the outcome timing (e.g., 

short vs long-term results), the comparison approach (i.e., age vs grade comparison), and the 

research method employed (i.e., the quasi-experimental method used).  

Studies 2 and 3 are presented in Chapters 4 and 5, respectively, and share a common 

focus, as seen in Figure 6: affective components of learning. Study 2 presented a retrospective 

cross-sectional study using the latest PISA data and aimed to investigate the effects of grade 

retention on secondary students’ academic self-concept, goal orientations, school belonging 

and school utility value. Comparing students with a history of grade retention with their 

promoted peers of same age aimed to answer the following question: how retained students 

would have scored on these variables had they been promoted instead of being retained? 

Moreover, in this study, we aimed to investigate whether school retention composition (i.e., the 

proportion of retained students attending the same school) moderated the relationship 

between grade retention and the affective components of learning.  
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Figure 6 

Overview of the Variables Under Study 

 

 

Finally, in Study 3, we conducted a longitudinal study to understand the effects of grade 

retention in lower secondary education on students’ trajectories of academic self-concept, self-

esteem, and goal orientations. Additionally, in exploratory terms, we investigated the long-term 

effects of these variables on students’ school career. Since retained students were compared 

with their age peers, we aimed to answer the same counterfactual question posited in Study 

2.  

2.3. Common methodological aspects 

In our empirical studies, we made a great effort to follow the recommendations of recent 

studies investigating grade retention effects (e.g., Allen et al., 2009; Valbuena et al., 2021; Xia 

& Kirby, 2009). Thus, we made clear which type of comparison we used, on the one hand, and 

which design we applied. In the following paragraphs, we elaborate upon these methodological 

aspects. 

 

2.3.1. Type of comparison 

First, regarding the type of comparison, the literature identifies two possible 

comparisons between retained and promoted students: same-grade and same-age 

comparison (Hong & Raundenbush, 2005; Xia & Kirby, 2009). Figure 7 illustrates these two 

types of comparisons considering as an example of students’ lower secondary school career 

that is addressed in Study 3.  
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Figure 7 

Illustration of Comparison Approach Adapted From Xia & Kirby (2009)  

 

 

In same-grade comparison, the outcome of students' repeated year is compared with 

their peers of the same grade (either their new, younger classmates or their former classmates 

a school year earlier; Xia & Kirby, 2009). In Figure 7, this means that the outcome of students 

that were retained either in 7th or 8th grade (A2 and B2 respectively) is compared with either 

the outcome of their former classmates when where they were in grade 7 (A) or grade 8 (B), 

i.e., when they were in that grade level for the first time. Another option is to compare retained 

students with their new younger classmates (D and E, respectively). In this type of comparison, 

studies sought to answer how repeaters score at the cost of an extra year compared to their 

younger same-grade peers with whom they will eventually share the rest of their school career 

(Hong & Raudenbush, 2005).  

In same-age comparisons, repeaters are compared with their peers of the same age 

who advanced to the next grade level. Figure 7 illustrates this by the promotion paths (B for 7th 

grade and C for 8th grade). This comparison type aims to show how repeaters would fare had 

they been promoted instead of retained (Allen et al., 2009; Hong & Raudenbush, 2005; Hong 

& Yu, 2008).  

Both comparisons are valid and provide valuable insights regarding grade retention, 

however, one should be aware that they produce different answers. Several researchers have 

stated that same-grade comparisons benefit retained students, particularly in the short term, 

as they are compared with younger and less experienced classmates (Allen et al., 2009; Hong 

& Raudenbush, 2005). On the other hand, same-age comparisons tend to find more favourable 

results for promoted students since they are continuously exposed to new challenges and are 

not detached from their class group (Allen et al., 2009; Hong & Raudenbush, 2005). In addition, 

as mentioned by Hong & Raudenbush (2005), studies using age comparisons tend to produce 

more consistent results, suggesting that promoted students usually present better outcomes 

than their same-age retained students.  
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Considering the approach used in the present work, Study 1 explored the moderating 

effects of grade vs age comparison approaches on the effects of grade retention. In both Study 

2 and 3, we used a same-age comparison since we were interested in investigating the 

counterfactual question of how students would have developed if promoted instead of retained. 

 

2.3.2. Methodological (statistical) approaches 

Another methodological aspect often debated in grade retention literature (e.g., Allen 

et al., 2009; Valbuena et al., 2021; Xia & Kirby, 2009) is the necessity of finding a suitable 

comparison group of non-retained students. Naturally, comparing retained students with the 

whole group of non-retained students would be unfair to the former and would not produce 

valid and reliable conclusions regarding the effectiveness of grade retention (Alexander et al., 

2003; Allen et al., 2009). Indeed, in any classroom, there is a substantial variation in students’ 

achievement, competencies and affective experiences. Thus, comparing students with 

academic difficulties with those with the highest achievement levels would only create more 

disparities. Second, as already discussed, several characteristics could increase the risk of 

retention – grade retention predictors- and, again, it would not be appropriate to compare 

students at greater risk with those with little risk of retention that would naturally differ in these 

characteristics (Alexander et al., 2003; Hong & Raudenbush, 2005).  

Causal inferences regarding a particular treatment or domain are, naturally, 

appropriately investigated using experimental research by randomly assigning students to 

treatment and comparison groups while controlling for several critical variables. However, most 

studies investigating grade retention effects are observational in nature. Randomly assigning 

students to a group of repeaters and non-repeaters would also be impossible for ethical 

reasons. Thus, to overcome these methodological issues, researchers have been relying on 

quasi-experimental methods (e.g., propensity score, differences-in-differences, regression 

discontinuity, and instrumental variables; for an overview, see Murnane & Willet, 2011) to 

estimate grade retention effects by comparing repeaters with promoted students with some 

degree of risk of being retained and presenting similarities in several pre-retention 

characteristics. 

Mixed findings in grade retention research are often attributed to the methodological 

approaches (e.g., quasi-experimental vs regression or other methods; Allen et al., 2009; 

Valbuena et al., 2021; Xia & Kirby, 2009). Moreover, Allen et al. (2009) noted in their meta-

analysis that less rigorous studies (i.e., using regression or simple comparison methods) 

reported more favourable effects of grade retention than quasi-experimental and more rigorous 

ones. Using quasi-experimental methods over other methods, such as regression methods 

with selected covariates, is preferable as it is more effective in dealing with selection bias and 

accounting for pre-treatment differences between retained and promoted students (Allen et al., 
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2009; Murnane & Willlet, 2011). In addition, as Rubin (2001) mentioned, the study's design 

must be separated from the outcome analysis, supporting the application of quasi-

experimental methods over regression analysis that controls for covariates.  

In this dissertation, we followed the recommendations of previous research. In Study 

1, we summarised the effects of grade retention of high-quality studies by clearly defining the 

inclusion of studies employing quasi-experimental methods as criteria. Additionally, we 

investigated the moderating effects of these different methods on the relationship between 

grade retention and outcomes. 

In Studies 2 and 3, among the existing quasi-experimental methods, we used 

propensity score methods (Austin, 2011; Rosenbaum & Rubin, 1983; Stuart, 2010), an 

increasingly popular approach among studies estimating grade retention effects on 

psychosocial outcomes (e.g., Ehmke et al., 2010; Ehmke et al., 2017; Goos, Van Damme, et 

al., 2013; Hong & Yu, 2008; Hwang & Cappella, 2018; Im et al., 2013; Klapproth et al., 2016; 

Kretschmann et al., 2019; Lamote et al., 2014; Mathys et al., 2019; Vandecandelaere, Schmitt, 

et al., 2016; Wu et al., 2010). In the words of Rosenbaum and Rubin (1983), propensity score 

refers to the conditional probability to be retained given a set of observed covariates. Thus, 

before conducting the outcome analysis, we first resorted to different propensity score methods 

(Austin & Stuart, 2015; Stuart & Green, 2008; Vandecandelaere, Vansteelandt, et al., 2016) to 

assure comparability between retained and promoted students to reduce bias between 

retained and promoted students in background pre-treatment variables (see the left side of 

Figure X for an overview of background variables).  
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3. STUDY 1: EFFECTIVENESS OF GRADE RETENTION: A SYSTEMATIC REVIEW 

AND META-ANALYSIS 
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Abstract 

Research on the effectiveness of grade retention has a long history, yet, has seen an upsurge 

during the last decade. In this study, we review 84 recent, methodologically sound studies 

estimating effects of retention in grades K-12 on repeaters’ and non-repeaters’ development, 

in a variety of countries across the world, disentangling grade and age comparison results. 

Based on vote counting analysis and three-level meta-regression analysis we find grade 

retention to have an average zero effect, indicating that repeaters and non-repeaters seem to 

show a similar development, on average. At the same time, we find grade retention effects to 

differ according to some specific effect and study characteristics. More specifically, grade 

retention seems less effective in countries applying a mixture of grade retention and tracking 

to tackle student heterogeneity, and when repeaters are compared with non-repeaters of the 

same age. Conversely, grade retention seems more effective in countries using strategies 

such as ability grouping, setting, and streaming to deal with student heterogeneity. Positive 

effects also seem to arise when studying students’ psychosocial functioning, when 

investigating short-run effects, when comparing repeaters with their younger non-retained 

grade-mates, and when evaluating effects via a regression discontinuity method. 

 

Keywords: grade retention; effectiveness; meta-analysis; K-12 education; learning outcomes 
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Introduction 

Within any given class, there is typically considerable variation in students’ academic 

and psychosocial skills. This heterogeneity challenges educational practitioners and policy 

makers in their attempts to guarantee high educational standards and raises the question how 

to deal with it. One can use ability grouping, streaming, tracking, individualized instruction, 

grade retention, peer tutoring, collaborative learning, or a mixture of practices. The practice we 

focus on in this study is grade retention. Research on the effectiveness of grade retention has 

a long history, going back to as early as 1908 (Jackson, 1975), yet, has seen an upsurge since 

2000, and especially since 2010. The aim of our study is to review recent, methodologically 

sound studies estimating effects of retention in grades K-12 on repeaters’ and non-repeaters’ 

development (in terms of academic achievement, psychosocial functioning, school career, and 

job career), in a variety of countries across the world, disentangling grade and age comparison 

results. 

 

Grade Retention in Practice 

Grade retention means that one holds back students who are not keeping up with peers 

or do not meet a certain predefined level, in the same grade for an extra school year, instead 

of promoting them to the next grade level (Driessen, 2020). This is one practice that 

educational practitioners and policy makers can apply to tackle student heterogeneity in grades 

K-12. 

In some countries, grade retention is the most commonly applied practice to tackle 

student heterogeneity (Dupriez et al., 2008). Mons (2007) refers to this type of countries as 

‘uniform integration countries’. Examples are France, Spain, and Portugal (see high retention 

rates in Figure 1). In another set of countries, grade retention is jointly used with ability grouping 

and tracking to deal with student heterogeneity (Dupriez et al., 2008). Mons (2007) calls this 

type of countries, among which Germany, Austria, Hungary, Switzerland, Luxembourg, 

Belgium, and the Netherlands (see high retention rates in Figure 1), ‘separation countries’. In 

some other countries, grade retention is seldom used, and is only used as a last remedy when 

ability grouping, setting, and streaming appear to insufficiently tackle student heterogeneity 

(Dupriez et al., 2008). Mons (2007) refers to this type of countries as ‘à la carte integration 

countries’. Examples are the United States, the United Kingdom, Canada, Australia, and New 

Zealand (see low to moderate retention rates in Figure 1). Finally, in a last set of countries, 

grade retention is not allowed or rarely applied, because student heterogeneity is mainly dealt 

with using various forms of differentiation and individualized teaching (Dupriez et al., 2008). 

Mons (2007) calls this type of countries, among which Denmark, Iceland, Finland, Norway, 

and Sweden (see low retention rates in Figure 1), ‘individualized integration countries’. 
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Figure 1 

Percentage of Students Reporting Having Repeated at Least Once by Age 15, per OECD 

Member Country, as Derived From the PISA 2018 Student Questionnaire 
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In addition to these broad application differences across country typologies, the 

practice of grade retention also differs across countries within a given typology, as well as 

across states and regions within a given country. Each educational context is unique. Each 

country, and to some extent also each state and region, has its own educational policy (e.g., 

regulations related to school entry, presence or absence of high-stakes testing and related 

regulations concerning grade retention decisions, regulations regarding the application of the 

retention year as ‘mere rehearsal’ versus so-called ‘retention +’ coupling grade retention with 

many other remedial strategies such as extra tutoring, summer school, etc.), school population, 

school organization, curriculum, and beliefs about grade retention effectiveness, which 

altogether influence grade retention application in practice (Agasisti & Cordero, 2017; 

Demanet & Van Houtte, 2013; Driessen, 2020; Eurydice, 2011; Goos et al., 2013). 

 

Theoretical Debate 

As for the beliefs about grade retention effectiveness, educators from ‘uniform 

integration countries’, ‘separation countries’, and ‘à la carte integration countries’ retain 

struggling students with the best intentions; intentions that can be linked to diverse theories in 

education, psychology, and sociology. First of all, many educators are convinced, inspired by 

maturationist developmental theory (Gesell, 1940; Piaget & Inhelder, 1962), that mastering the 

learning content related to a specific grade is necessary to succeed in later grades, from a 

basic ‘building blocks’ idea, with each grade building upon the previous one. Thus, students 

who do not yet master specific grade-related knowledge or skills, are in their view best off 

repeating. The next grade’s learning content would be too difficult for them, setting them up for 

failure and possibly accumulating in a negative school and job career. Second, many 

educators believe that classes become more homogeneous when the weakest performing 

students repeat their grade. As a result, they believe that they can instruct their students more 

efficiently, cover more advanced learning content, and better satisfy students’ individual needs, 

boosting the achievement of all students, both repeaters and non-repeaters (cf. sociocultural 

developmental theory, Vygotsky, 1978). Third, many educators are convinced that repeaters, 

during their retention year, start with an advantage in academic knowledge and skills over their 

new, younger classmates, get the opportunity to refresh and experience new successes, and 

have accumulated more experience in socializing with peers and coping with conflicts at school 

in comparison to their new, younger classmates. Therefore, many educators expect grade 

retention to stimulate repeaters’ academic achievement, academic self-concept, self-

confidence, pleasure in learning, academic motivation, school well-being, and interpersonal 

relationships, especially during the retention year (cf. self-efficacy theory, Bandura, 1977; self-

determination theory, Deci & Ryan, 2000; social comparison theory, Festinger, 1954). Fourth 

and finally, many educators believe that the threat of grade retention might act like a ‘stick’. By 
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setting standards, being clear that achievement matters, and enforcing negative 

consequences if goals are not reached, many educators are convinced that all students (both 

potential repeaters and non-repeaters) will be motivated to work harder and thus achieve better 

(cf. self-determination theory, Deci & Ryan). 

Holding back struggling students, however, also has potential disadvantages. First, 

repeating a grade for a big part is simply sheer rehearsal of subjects, while repeaters might 

already be partly or sufficiently skillful at some subject(s). As a consequence, repeaters – 

unintendedly – might not receive the continuous intellectual challenges they need, and thus 

their achievement progress might in fact be impeded instead of stimulated (cf. contextual 

developmental theory, Bronfenbrenner, 1980; Vygotsky, 1978). Second, repeaters are left 

behind by their friends, have to get along with new classmates who might bully or reject them, 

and might feel like ‘having failed’, seeing all their former classmates advance successfully to 

the next grade while they have to repeat the grade and its entire subject material. As such, 

repeating a grade might have a negative impact on repeaters’ academic self-concept, self-

confidence, pleasure in learning, academic motivation, school well-being, behavior, and 

interpersonal relationships, especially during the retention year (cf. self-determination theory, 

Deci & Ryan, 2000; social comparison theory, Festinger, 1954; social control theory, Hirschi, 

2002). Third, the threat of grade retention might cause a lot of stress, among both potential 

repeaters and non-repeaters, possibly impeding students’ academic progress (self-

determination theory, Deci & Ryan, 2000). Fourth and finally, the practice of grade retention 

incurs extra costs for the government and the (family of the) repeaters, including the expense 

of providing all repeaters with an additional year of education and the cost in delaying those 

students’ entry into the labor market by one year. The OECD estimated such costs in Belgium, 

Spain, the Netherlands, and Portugal to be as high as USD 11,000 or more per repeater (Ikeda 

& García, 2014). 

 

Previous Research on Grade Retention Effectiveness 

Given these disadvantages, do repeaters at least benefit from this practice? This 

question has been investigated in loads of studies over the last decades, and the results of 

these studies have in turn been summarized in several meta-analyses (Allen et al., 2009; 

Bright, 2011; Holmes, 1989; Holmes & Matthews, 1984; Jimerson, 2001) and systematic 

reviews (Jackson, 1975; Xia & Kirby, 2009). In sum, these meta-analyses and systematic 

reviews suggest that grade retention is less effective than generally believed by educators, 

especially in the long run (Driessen, 2020). 

These meta-analyses and systematic reviews, however, have five major drawbacks. 

First, they have almost exclusively focused on grade retention in primary education. This is 

important, keeping the percentage of primary school repeaters in some countries in mind. Yet, 
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many students also repeat kindergarten or a grade in secondary education. Effects of grade 

retention in secondary school might be more negative, for example, because the negative 

experience of broken peer relationships (tied to grade retention) might be more profound at 

this age (Ikeda & García, 2014), whereas the opposite may hold for kindergarten retention (Xia 

& Kirby, 2009, p.30). Somewhat surprisingly, in the meta-analyses and systematic reviews 

mentioned above (see Allen et al., 2009; Jackson, 1975; Jimerson, 2001; Holmes, 1989; Xia 

& Kirby, 2009), out of all hundreds of studies summarized, only a small number of studies have 

assessed effects of repeating kindergarten (28 studies) or a secondary school grade (seven 

studies). 

Second, previous meta-analyses and systematic reviews have predominantly focused 

on studies regarding grade retention effects in the United States. In the United States, like 

already pointed out before, student heterogeneity is commonly dealt with using ability 

grouping, setting, and streaming (Mons, 2007). Having to repeat a grade happens less often 

(see also Figure 1) and, if applied, is frequently coupled to additional remedial measures during 

the retention year (‘retention +’; Schwerdt et al., 2017). In such case, grade retention might 

have positive effects on repeaters’ academic achievement (because of intensive remediation) 

and negative effects on repeaters’ psychosocial functioning (because of being the sole 

exception to repeat). As a consequence, results from previous meta-analyses and systematic 

reviews are not informative for educational practitioners and policy makers from other 

countries. Out of all hundreds of studies on grade retention effectiveness reviewed so far, only 

four studies were based on data from students in Canada and Switzerland (see Bright, 2011; 

Xia & Kirby, 2009), and, surprisingly, none on data from students in any of the countries with 

the highest number of repeaters. 

Third, previous meta-analyses and systematic reviews have mainly summarized 

findings with regard to repeaters’ academic achievement and (to a lesser extent) psychosocial 

functioning. Insight into these effects is relevant to correctly inform educators and parents who 

are confronted with a grade retention decision in daily practice. Yet, equally important is 

knowing how such effects accumulate over time, and influence repeaters’ later school and job 

career (Reschly & Christenson, 2013). Allowing them extra time, do repeaters have a higher 

chance of obtaining a high school diploma, graduating from tertiary education, having a paid 

job etc.? These longer-run effects might be completely different from the shorter-run academic 

and psychosocial effects, yet, have up till now been summarized in one systematic review (Xia 

& Kirby, 2009) only, based on 18 studies. Similarly, evenly informative is insight into effects of 

grade retention on repeaters’ peers (Reschly & Christenson, 2013). Contrary to repeaters, 

non-repeaters might experience positive effects of grade retention as classrooms might 

become more homogeneous and thus easier to instruct, due to retention. Such effects have 

so far been summarized in no meta-analysis or systematic review at all. 
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Fourth, previous meta-analyses and systematic reviews have mingled results from 

grade retention effectiveness studies using a grade approach versus age approach. These 

two comparison approaches, however, answer very different questions. Grade comparisons 

compare retainees with their grademates (either their new, younger classmates or their former 

classmates a school year earlier), and answer the questions how, at the cost of one extra year 

of education, repeaters develop in comparison to younger students with whom they will 

eventually graduate and how repeaters affect these younger peers. Age comparisons, by 

contrast, compare repeaters with their agemates who got promoted to a higher grade, and give 

an answer to the questions how retainees would have developed and would have affected 

their peers, had they been promoted to the next grade instead of been held back. Both 

comparisons and questions are equally relevant for educational practitioners and policy 

makers, and should never be mingled. 

Fifth and finally, previous meta-analyses and systematic reviews have mainly 

summarized results of methodologically flawed studies. In particular, so far, only three studies 

reviewed in one meta-analysis (Jackson, 1975) were based on a randomized controlled trial. 

From an ethical point of view, this is perfectly understandable. It is ethically impossible for a 

researcher to randomly assign students to an experimental group of grade-retained students 

versus a control group of grade-promoted students. Therefore, most researchers until now 

were restricted to following a large cohort of students and registering whom of them were 

assigned to the experimental group by their teacher(s) and parents, be it based on an a priori 

defined criterion or not. An important disadvantage of such approach is that under this 

scenario, retained and promoted students differ on many more characteristics than their 

retention status alone (e.g., socio-economic status, academic achievement (progress), for an 

overview, see for instance Xia & Kirby, 2009). Thus, one needs to control for these differences 

adequately, to not leave open the possibility that these differences rather than grade retention 

itself cause differences in outcomes to appear. Quasi-experimental methods such as 

regression discontinuity methods, propensity score methods, instrumental variable methods, 

difference-in-differences methods, and factor analytic methods are most appropriate for this 

purpose, yet, have only been used in 19 out of all hundreds of studies reviewed so far (Allen 

et al., 2009; Bright, 2011; Xia & Kirby, 2009). This has important consequences for the 

interpretation of findings of previous meta-analyses and systematic reviews, as Allen et al. 

(2009, p.492) showed that studies using such approaches generally reveal less unfavorable 

effects on repeaters’ academic achievement than do studies tackling selection bias less 

effectively. 
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The Present Study 

This study aims to summarize the research findings of recent, methodologically sound 

studies on the effects of retention in grades K-12 on several outcomes, in a variety of countries 

across the world, disentangling grade and age comparison results. Our research questions 

are: 

RQ1: What is the average effect of grade retention? 

RQ2: Does the effect of grade retention differ by: retention timing (i.e., kindergarten, primary 

education, versus secondary education); retention country heterogeneity management model 

(i.e., ‘separation’, ‘à la carte integration’, versus ‘uniform integration’); retention application (i.e., 

mere rehearsal versus ‘retention +’); outcome domain (i.e., academic achievement, 

psychosocial functioning, school career, versus later job career of repeaters and non-

repeaters); outcome timing (i.e., the number of years since the start of the retention year); 

comparison approach (i.e., grade comparison versus age comparison); and method (i.e., 

randomized controlled trial, regression discontinuity method, propensity score method, 

instrumental variable method, difference-in-differences method, versus factor analytic 

method)? 

 

Method 

Search of Studies 

Studies on grade retention effects were systematically searched through electronic 

databases (i.e., Web of Science, PsycINFO, and ERIC) and Google Scholar search engine, 

using the combination of grade retention, grade repetition, grade failure, repeating a grade, 

flunking, being held back, repeaters, retainees, or nonpromotion on the one hand, and effect* 

on the other hand (including corresponding translations in French, German, Dutch, Spanish, 

and Portuguese). In each database, the selected terms were searched either in the title, 

abstract, or keywords. Additionally, hand searches were conducted based on the reference 

lists of the retrieved studies and the publication lists of known authors working in the field of 

grade retention effectiveness. This strategy allowed us to find unpublished studies and grey 

literature, attenuating publication bias. 

In total, 628 studies were identified through electronic databases searches and hand 

searches (see Figure 2). The studies were exported to EndNote Web software for duplicate 

removal, and then to Rayann QCRI online tool (Ouzzani et al., 2016) for screening. 
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Figure 2 

Flow Diagram of Study Search and Selection Process Based on the PRISMA Statement 

(Moher Et Al., 2009) 
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Selection of Studies 

For inclusion in this review, studies had to meet the following five criteria: 

- Studies needed to consider grade retention, which was defined as repeating a grade 

after having spent a full year in that grade. Studies examining retention in grades K-12 

were included. Studies on retention in tertiary education were excluded given that 

repeating a grade in tertiary education has distinctive features and procedures as 

compared to repeating grades K-12. Studies on school delay (in the broad sense) were 

also excluded as school delay can have multiple causes in addition to grade retention 

(e.g., delayed school entrance before kindergarten, placement in developmental 

kindergarten or a transition room, and enrollment in a grade below age expectations 

because of foreign newcomer status). 

- Studies needed to evaluate all students, not a specific subcategory of students (e.g., 

second language learners). 

- Studies needed to investigate effects of grade retention, not predictors of grade 

retention. More specifically, studies needed to evaluate effects, among repeaters or 

non-repeaters, on at least one of the following four outcome domains: (a) academic 

achievement, (b) psychosocial functioning, (c) school career, and (d) later job career. 

Academic achievement was operationalized as scores on (standardized) tests in math, 

languages, or any other domain, grade point averages, and performance as rated by 

the teacher. Psychosocial functioning was operationalized very broadly, covering 

academic self-concept, classroom behavior, school well-being, social skills, and 

relationships with peers, as judged by students themselves, their teachers, their peers, 

or external observers. School career was operationalized as decisions regarding 

students’ school career such as placement in special education, school mobility, high-

school completion, etc., as derived from official student records, class and school lists, 

or teacher questionnaires. Finally, job career was operationalized as income, 

unemployment status, social security status, etc., as derived from questionnaires or 

official governmental records. 

- Studies needed to clearly distinguish an experimental group (grade-retained students) 

and a control group (grade-promoted students), needed to use an experimental design 

or (by lack of randomization options) any of the following five types of quasi-

experimental methods: (a) regression discontinuity methods, (b) propensity score 

methods, (c) instrumental variable methods, (d) difference-in-differences methods, or 

(e) factor analytic methods, and needed to provide a reasonable rationale for the 

assumptions underlying these methods to be credibly met (e.g., robustness checks, 
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proofs of equivalence of the experimental group and the control group on a 

considerable amount of observed background characteristics). Studies without a 

credible control group were excluded. This decision was based on the seminal work of 

scholars working in the field of causal inference, such as Antonakis, Bendahan, 

Jacquart, and Lalive (2010), Imbens and Rubin (2015), and Murnane and Willet (2011, 

p.310), as well as on recommendations by the Cochrane Collaboration (Higgins et al., 

2019, pp.321-324), the BEE group (n.d.), and the What Works Clearinghouse (2020). 

- Studies needed to be published between January 2000 and October 2019. 

The titles and abstracts of all 491 retrieved unique studies were screened based on these 

five criteria by the first two authors independently, using the blind review feature in Rayann 

QCRI tool (with 88% agreement). This resulted in a selection of 132 studies for full text reading 

(see Figure 2), which were again screened by the first two authors independently. Finally, 84 

studies covering 1,328 single effects were included in our review (see Figure 2). 

 

Coding of Studies 

Following the guidelines from Higgins et al. (2019, p.130), all studies were double-

coded. Our coding schema covered the following coding categories: (a) publication information 

(author, year, and type of publication); (b) general study information (sample size, country, 

data); (c) grade level in which retention was applied; (d) method; (e) data analysis procedure; 

(f) outcome examined; (g) grade or age when the outcome was measured; (h) sign of effect; 

and (i) size of effect. 

As for the sign of effect, each single effect was coded taking into consideration its 

significance and direction (Higgins et al., 2019, p.328), as significantly negative (detrimental), 

nonsignificant (null), versus significantly positive (beneficial). As for the size of effect, each 

single effect was coded taking into consideration its magnitude, expressed as Hedges’ g. First, 

Cohen’s d was retrieved or calculated for each single effect, from data directly available in the 

study (either Cohen’s d; or M, SD, and N for repeaters and non-repeaters; or t and N for 

repeaters and non-repeaters; or OR; or 2) or data available from contacting the study’s 

authors in case data to calculate Cohen’s d were lacking. Calculations of Cohen’s d and 

conversions to Cohens’ d from other metrics were done based on formulae provided by 

Borenstein, Hedges, Higgins, and Rothstein (2009, pp.37-49). In case no data in addition to p-

values above .05 were available from the study or its authors, we assigned each single effect 

a conservative Cohen’s d estimate of 0. Second, as recommended by Lakens (2013) and 

Higgins et al. (2019, p.158), we transformed Cohen’s d to Hedges’ g, based on a formula 

provided by Borenstein et al. (2009, p.39), adjusting our effect size estimates to small sample 

bias. 
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As for the outcome examined, it should be noted that, in case of multiple publications 

based on the same dataset, duplicate outcomes were excluded. For example, if a first 

publication evaluated students’ grade point average (GPA) in grade 3 and a second publication 

evaluated students’ GPA in grades 3-6, grade 3 GPA data were selected from the first 

publication, and grade 4-6 GPA data from the second publication. 

To ensure coding reliability, double-coding was first applied to a subsample of 18 

randomly selected studies. Coding results of the two independent coders were confronted to 

solve discrepancies, until 100% agreement was reached. Second, interrater agreement was 

calculated for the coded total number of significantly negative, nonsignificant, and significantly 

positive effects, considering the total number of effects extracted (r = .95) and the coded 

direction of these effects (Cohen’s k = .96). Appendix A1 present the coding results 

summarized per study.  

 

Synthesis of Studies 

In order to estimate the average and differential effects of grade retention based on the 

84 studies and 1,328 single effects, we performed a vote counting analysis, a statistical meta-

analysis, and a publication bias analysis. All analyses were performed with Excel software and 

R 4.0.2. software (package metafor, version 2.4-0, Viechtbauer, 2010).  

 

Vote Counting Analysis 

We transformed the numbers of significantly negative, nonsignificant, and significantly 

positive effects per study to proportions per study, and averaged these proportions across 

studies, to estimate the average effect of grade retention (RQ1). We also performed a sign test 

on the number of significantly positive effects versus significantly negative effects, to test for 

significance (Higgins et al., 2019, p.328). 

 

Statistical Meta-analysis 

We analyzed all 1,328 single effect sizes by performing a series of multilevel meta-

regressions. A multilevel approach was chosen as most studies (94%) yielded multiple effect 

sizes, violating the assumption of independence of effect sizes underlying a traditional fixed-

effects approach. More specifically, we fitted a series of three-level linear regression models. 

A three-step sequential modeling approach was used, in which each successive model 

reflected an increased complexity. In a first step (Model 1), a regression model without any 

predictors was fitted in order to estimate the average effect of grade retention (RQ1): 

Level 1: ES𝑖𝑗𝑘 = 𝛽0𝑗𝑘 + 𝑒𝑖𝑗𝑘 with 𝑒𝑖𝑗𝑘 ∼ 𝑁(0, σ𝑒
2) 

Level 2: 𝛽0𝑗𝑘 = 𝜋00𝑘 + 𝑣0𝑗𝑘 with 𝑣0𝑗𝑘 ∼ 𝑁(0, σ𝑣
2) 
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Level 3: 𝜋00𝑘 = 𝛾000 + 𝑢00𝑘 with 𝑢00𝑘 ∼ 𝑁(0, σ𝑢
2 ) 

where eijk equals the sampling variation, v0jk the within-study variation, u00k the between-study 

variation (estimated to be 0.06%, 48.47%, and 51.47%, respectively) and 000 the average size 

of effect of grade retention. In a second step (Models 2a to 2g), all effect-level predictors (i.e., 

outcome domain, outcome timing, comparison approach, method) and study-level predictors 

(i.e., retention timing, retention country heterogeneity management model, and retention 

application) were added to the fixed part of the baseline model, one by one, in order to estimate 

potential differential effects of grade retention (RQ2). In a third and final step (Model 3), all 

significant predictors from the second step were added together to the fixed part of the model, 

in order to estimate joint moderating effects (RQ2). Importantly, we estimated all parameters 

using the restricted maximum likelihood (REML) procedure, and we adjusted the confidence 

intervals for ESijk using the Knapp-Hartung (KH) method. We carried out F- and t-tests, to test 

for significance. 

 

Publication Bias Analysis 

We checked for publication bias in our sample via two different approaches. First, we 

used the small sample bias method (Borenstein et al., 2011, pp.277-292; Fernandez-Castilla, 

et al., 2018; Higgins et al., 2019, pp.362-369). We plotted a funnel plot, with all 1,328 effect 

sizes plotted on the horizontal axis and their standard errors on the vertical axis (see Appendix 

A3), and we applied Egger’s weighted regression test to evaluate funnel plot asymmetry. The 

results indicated an absence of publication bias (z = 0.18, p = .680). Second, we applied an 

additional moderator regression analysis (Model 2h), similar in approach as those discussed 

in the previous paragraph (Models 2a to 2g), but now with publication status as study-level 

dummy predictor added to the fixed part of the baseline model. Again, the results suggested 

an absence of publication bias, by revealing no differences in grade retention effect sizes 

between published and unpublished studies (F(1, 1326) = 0.10, p = .680). 

 

Results 

As can be seen in Appendix A1, most studies focused on grade retention in primary 

education (kstudies = 40), were conducted in ‘à la carte integration countries’ (kstudies = 42, which 

in our case are studies from the United States only), evaluated effects on repeaters’ academic 

achievement (kstudies = 34) or a combination of outcomes (kstudies = 29), used either a grade 

comparison approach (kstudies = 32) or an age comparison approach (kstudies = 43), not both 

(kstudies = 9), used a propensity score method (kstudies = 43), followed students for at least three 

school years (kstudies = 67; Mduration = 6.93 years), examined at least 1,000 students (kstudies = 61; 

range from 52 students to more than 1,000,000 students), were published in a journal (kstudies 
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= 64), and were so far not examined in the abovementioned, previously published meta-

analyses and systematic reviews (kstudies = 72). 

 

Average Effect of Grade Retention 

On average, 35% of effects were significantly negative, 41% non-significant, and 24% 

significantly positive. Significantly negative effects (favoring non-repeaters) were as present 

as significantly positive effects (favoring repeaters) according to the vote count sign test, z = -

0.60, p = .550. The mean effect size estimated in the three-level meta-regression baseline 

model (Model 1) was -0.04 (SE = 0.04, 95% CI = [-0.11; 0.03], t(1327) = -1.11, p = 0.266), 

indicating that repeaters and non-repeaters, on average, show a similar development, pooling 

all outcomes we investigated. The forest plot, showing the effect sizes per study, is presented 

in Appendix A2. 

 

Differential Effects of Grade Retention 

The differential effect sizes estimated in the three-level meta-regression models with 

predictors (Models 2a to 2g) are summarized in Table 1. Effect sizes were estimated to differ, 

on average, by retention country heterogeneity management model (F(2, 1294) = 3.37, p = 

.035), retention application (F(1, 1326) = 11.57, p < .001), outcome domain (F(4, 1323) = 5.99, 

p < .001), outcome timing (F(1, 1326) = 9.43, p = .002), comparison approach (F(1, 1326) = 

23.60, p < .001), and method (F(5, 1322) = 3.06, p = .009), but not retention timing (F(2, 1325) 

= 1.46, p = .232). Pairwise t-tests (with dummy variables instead of categorical variables) 

showed that effect sizes and thus effects of grade retention were significantly more negative 

(a) in ‘separation countries’ (Hedges’ g = -0.18), (b) when retention was applied as ‘mere 

rehearsal’ (Hedges’ g = -0.10), and (c) when applying an age comparison approach (Hedges’ 

g = -0.11). By contrast, pairwise t-tests also showed that effect sizes and thus effects of grade 

retention were significantly more positive (a) in ‘à la carte integration countries’ (Hedges’ g = 

0.05), (b) when retention was applied as ‘retention +’ (Hedges’ g = 0.20), (c) when looking at 

effects on repeaters’ psychosocial functioning (Hedges’ g = 0.08), (d) when applying a grade 

comparison approach (Hedges’ g = 0.05), and (e) when testing effects with a regression 

discontinuity method (Hedges’ g = 0.17), and an omnibus F-test showed that effect sizes and 

thus effects of grade retention were significantly more positive when looking at effects in the 

shorter run (with Hedges’ g = 0.01 in the retention year, diminishing with 0.01 each year 

afterwards). Differential effect sizes by retention country heterogeneity management model 

(t(1290) = 2.14, p = .033), outcome timing (t(1290) = -3.30, p = .001), and comparison approach 

(t(1290) = -4.99, p < .001) were estimated to keep their significance in a three-level meta-

regression model with joint predictors (Model 3, see Table 1), proving their robustness. 
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Table 1 

Results of Three-Level Moderator Analyses of Grade Retention Effects 

   Models 2a to 2h Model 3 

Moderator kstudies
a kES ES (g) 95% CI Test statistic p Test statistic p 

Retention timing      F(2,1325) = 1.46 .232 - - 
- Kindergarten 14 177 -0.13 -0.27 0.01     
- Primary education 51 794 -0.02 -0.09 0.06     
- Secondary education 28 357 -0.04 -0.13 0.05     
Retention country heterogeneity management model      F(2,1294) = 3.37 .035 t(1290) = 2.14 .033 
- Separation 20 322 -0.18 -0.32 -0.03     
- Uniform integration 20 163 -0.08 -0.23 0.07     
- À la carte integration 42 809 0.05 -0.05 0.14     
Retention application      F(1,1326)= 11.57 < .001 t(1290) = 1.68 .094 
- Mere rehearsal 69 789 -0.10 -0.17 -0.02     
- Retention + 15 539 0.20 0.04 0.35     
Outcome domain      F(4,1323) = 5.99 < .001 t(1290) = 1.26 .208 
- Repeaters’ academic achievement 58 524 -0.07 -0.14 0.01     
- Repeaters’ psychosocial functioning 22 326 0.08 -0.01 0.17     
- Repeaters’ school career 29 446 -0.10 -0.19 -0.01     
- Repeaters’ job career 2 10 -0.07 -0.34 0.19     
- Non-repeaters’ developmentb 4 22 0.02 -0.26 0.30     
Outcome timing 84 1328    F(1, 1326) = 9.43 .002 t(1290) = -3.30 .001 
- Retention year   0.01 -0.07 0.08     
Comparison approach      F(1,1326)= 23.60 < .001 t(1290) = -4.99 < .001 
- Grade 41 559 0.05 -0.03 0.12     
- Age 52 769 -0.11 -0.18 -0.04     
Methodc      F(5, 1322) = 3.06 .009 t(1290) = 1.17 .242 
- DID 9 76 -0.05 -0.20 0.10     
- FAD 3 29 -0.06 -0.43 0.32     
- IV 15 74 -0.15 -0.31 0.00     
- PS 46 591 -0.09 -0.18 0.00     
- RCT 1 17 0.06 -0.56 0.69     
- RD 17 541 0.17 0.03 0.31     
Publication status      F(1, 1326) = 0.10 .753 - - 
- Not peer reviewed 20 184 -0.06 -0.21 0.09     
- Peer reviewed 64 1144 0.03 -0.12 0.05     
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Note.aA sensitivity analysis was carried out to check the effect of leaving out subgroups with less than 10 studies. Results (available upon request from 

the authors) equal those presented here. bEffects regarding non-repeaters’ academic achievement, psychosocial functioning, school career, and job 

career (retrieved from 4 studies) were collapsed into one category due to small sample size.c DID = differences-in-differences method; FAD = factor 

analytic method; IV = instrumental variable method; PSM = propensity score method; RCT = random control trial; RD = regression discontinuity method. 
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Discussion 

Summary of the Findings 

A large body of research has examined the effectiveness of holding students back in 

grade. We reviewed 84 recent studies on this topic. Three important findings emerge from our 

study. First, our study seems to indicate that the field of grade retention effectiveness research 

has considerably improved during the last two decades. More attention has been paid to 

examining effects of grade retention in a variety of countries across the world, and especially 

in countries where grade retention is most frequently applied (39 of the 84 reviewed studies 

were conducted in ‘separation countries’ and ‘uniform integration countries’, whereas almost 

none in the past). In addition, more attention has been paid to evaluating effects of grade 

retention on a broad spectrum of outcomes, instead of academic achievement alone (29 of the 

84 reviewed studies looked at a combination of outcomes). And finally, more attention has 

been paid to evaluating grade retention effects using a range of sound methods, among which 

a propensity score method currently seems to be used most often, especially among scholars 

in education and psychology. 

Second, our study seemingly shows that, on average, grade retention has no (negative 

nor positive) effect on repeaters’ and non-repeaters’ development. We find as many 

significantly negative effects as significantly positive effects, and an average effect size of -

0.04. This seems contrary to all previously published meta-analyses and systematic reviews 

that suggested grade retention to be less effective than generally believed by educators, 

especially in the long run (Allen et al., 2009; Bright, 2011; Holmes, 1989; Holmes & Matthews, 

1984; Jackson, 1975; Jimerson, 2001; Xia & Kirby, 2009). It should be kept in mind, however, 

that we selected studies using more rigorous methods. Allen et al. (2009) obtained a similar 

zero average effect size when restricting the study sample to high-quality studies. 

Third, regardless of an average zero effect, our study at the same time seems to 

indicate differential effects to be present, under specific circumstances. More specifically, we 

find our effect sizes to range from -0.18 to 0.20. Grade retention seems least effective in 

Belgium, Germany, Luxembourg, and Uganda (‘separation countries’) and most effective in 

the United States, especially under the ‘retention +’ regime, nowadays in effect in many US 

regions. This finding is in line with contextual developmental theory (Bronfenbrenner, 1980; 

Vygotsky, 1978) stating that students need continuous intellectual challenges, and not sheer 

rehearsal of subjects, while already being partly or sufficiently skillful at some subject(s).  

Furthermore, of all outcome domains investigated, repeaters’ psychosocial functioning 

seems most positively affected by grade retention. This finding is congruent with self-efficacy 

theory (Bandura, 1977), self-determination theory (Deci & Ryan, 2000), and social comparison 

theory (Festinger, 1954), altogether predicting that repeaters (as compared to younger non-

retained grademates) will show a more positive academic self-concept, more self-confidence, 
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more pleasure in learning, a better academic motivation, a higher school well-being, and more 

positive interpersonal relationships, especially during the retention year, due to having 

advantages in academic knowledge and skills at the start of the retention year, having more 

experience in socializing with peers and coping with conflicts, and getting chances to ‘refresh’ 

and experience new successes throughout the retention year.  

Repeaters’ school career and later job career (both long-run effects) seem most 

negatively affected by grade retention. Compared with similar non-repeaters, repeaters have 

a higher chance of placement in special education, track downgrading, school absences, 

school suspensions, school drop-out, non-entry into tertiary education, low income, public aid 

receipt, etc. Apparently, very small negative effects on repeaters’ academic achievement seem 

to accumulate with time, creating a negative ‘snowball effect’ on repeaters’ school and job 

career, a finding in line with that found by Xia and Kirby (2009).  

Next, grade retention seems most effective under a grade comparison approach and 

least effective under an age comparison approach. This finding is congruent with findings of 

Allen et al. (2009) and Xia and Kirby (2009), and emphasizes, once more, the importance of 

disentangling grade and age comparison results.  

Finally, grade retention effects seem most positive when evaluated via a regression 

discontinuity method. This finding is not surprising as this method selects ‘marginal’ students 

(i.e., students scoring just below or above a certain predefined achievement level), and thus 

disregards the lowest achievers who need a wider range of remediation measures. This finding 

stresses the need for educational practitioners and policy makers to interpret results of grade 

retention effectiveness studies with care, always keeping in mind the method used. 

 

Study Limitations and Suggestions for Future Research 

Although the results of this study provide insights into the effects of grade retention, 

several limitations should be acknowledged. First, looking at our selection procedure, we 

excluded a large share of studies because they did not clearly distinguish an experimental 

versus control group, nor used an experimental design or (by lack of randomization options) 

quasi-experimental method, nor provided a reasonable rationale for the assumptions 

underlying these methods to be credibly met (i.e., inclusion criterion 4; cf. recommendations 

by Antonakis et al., 2010; Higgins et al., 2019; Imbens & Rubin, 2015; Murnane & Willet, 2011, 

the BEE group, and the What Works Clearinghouse). Including such studies (e.g., 

observational studies with regression-based analyses) would have allowed us to test the 

differential effect of grade retention in yet another method subcategory (in addition to a 

randomized controlled trial, regression discontinuity method, etc.). Based on findings of Allen 

et al. (2009, p.492) focusing on grade retention effects on repeaters’ academic achievement, 

we could hypothesize that the grade retention effect size among such studies would be 0.22 
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lower (and thus negative), and that the average grade retention effect size would drop, as a 

result of including such studies in our meta-analysis sample. Future research could confirm 

this hypothesis. We decided not to include such studies, for reasons of methodological rigor.  

In addition, after applying our five inclusion criteria altogether, 84 studies remained. It 

appeared that these 84 studies investigated grade retention effects in a still rather fragmentary 

way: (like older studies reviewed in previous meta-analyses and systematic reviews) they still 

less frequently focus on grade retention in kindergarten and secondary education, still seldom 

evaluate effects on repeaters’ job career and non-repeaters’ development, and still are not or 

rarely conducted in countries such as Colombia, Luxembourg, Spain, or Portugal, four 

countries in the OECD top 5 regarding grade retention rates, nor countries such as Finland or 

Sweden, two countries in the OECD bottom 10 regarding grade retention rates. To better 

generalize and contextualize our findings, we believe more research is needed considering a 

variety of retention timings, outcomes, and contexts. 

Second, looking at our coding procedure, we coded our retention application moderator 

as ‘mere rehearsal’ versus ‘retention +’, which is a very raw categorization, based on general 

educational policy regulations. In practice, repeaters might get additional support, by different 

people, and probably for different reasons. Research on this matter is almost absent (Reschly 

& Christenson, 2013), but highly needed to better understand what happens during the 

retention year and how this shapes retention effects. 

Third, looking at our meta-analysis procedure, we were able to explore seven 

potentially important moderators of grade retention effects: (a) retention timing, (b) retention 

country heterogeneity management model, (c) retention application, (d) outcome domain, (e) 

outcome timing, (f) comparison approach, and (g) method. Unfortunately, we could not add 

student characteristics such as ability or second language learning status as an extra set of 

moderators, because fewer studies so far examined such differential effects and our meta-

analysis sample as a result would be too small to test for significance. With more research 

forthcoming in the next decade, however, our exploration could be extended in such way, 

resulting in a better understanding of who does (or does not) benefit from grade retention, 

highly relevant questions raised by educational policy makers and practitioners. 

Fourth, looking at our publication bias procedure, we were constrained in detecting bias 

via different methods, simply because such methods so far have been hardly developed nor 

tested in the context of multilevel meta-analysis (Fernandez-Castilla et al., 2018). This seems 

an important venue for future research. 

 

Implications for Educational Policy and Practice 

Our study revealed that repeaters seem worst off in ‘separation countries’, applying 

grade retention and tracking to tackle student heterogeneity, and best off in the United States, 
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applying ability grouping, setting, and streaming (and to a much lesser extent grade retention) 

to deal with student heterogeneity. Keeping in mind the costs grade retention brings about to 

the economy and the (family of the) individual student, we advocate countries, and particularly 

‘separation countries’, efforts to make available more resources for schools (a) to identify at 

an earlier stage those students at risk for developing school difficulties, by means of a more 

regular, careful monitoring of their students’ progress (especially those countries not yet doing 

so), (b) to provide all at-risk students with targeted remedial interventions that have been 

proven to be cost-effective (e.g., self-regulation interventions, reading interventions, 1-to-1 or 

small-group tuition, summer schools; Baye et al., 2019; Higgins et al., 2016; Slavin et al., 

2011), be it inside or outside the classroom, from the exact first moment difficulties arise, and 

(c) to pay considerable attention to repeaters and to give them all services needed, if it is 

decided to hold particular students back in grade, in their best interest, whatever the reason 

may be (e.g., outlining a specific plan highlighting how the retention year will be different from 

the previous year, for example, with regard to level of intensity and duration of support). 
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4. STUDY 2: ONE STEP BACK OR ONE STEP FORWARD? EFFECTS OF GRADE 
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STUDENTS' PSYCHOSOCIAL OUTCOMES USING PISA 2018 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This chapter is based on Pipa, J., & Peixoto, F. (2022). One Step Back or One Step Forward? 

Effects of Grade Retention and School Retention Composition on Portuguese Students' 

Psychosocial Outcomes Using PISA 2018. Sustainability, 14, 16573. https://doi.org/10.3390/ 

su142416573. Results were also presented at the European Conference on Educational 

Research [ECER, (2021)]. 

 

  



 84 

Abstract 

Grade retention is a common practice applied to academically struggling students within the 

Portuguese context. Studies investigating the psychological experiences of grade-retained 

students are still scarce. In addition, most studies tend to neglect the multilevel nature of the 

school context. This study examines the effects of grade retention in grades 1–9 on 

Portuguese students’ psychosocial outcomes by the age of 15, using PISA 2018 data. Using 

a quasi-experimental design through full matching, we reduced the bias between 1362 retained 

and 4189 promoted students in relevant background variables. Results from the multilevel 

models showed that retained students, by the age of 15, present lower task orientation and 

school be-longing. In addition, we found that the high retention rates negatively relate to 

students’ reading self-concept, task orientation, and school valuing and that school retention 

rates moderate the relationship between students’ retention and the psychosocial variables 

considered. Overall, these findings suggest detrimental effects of grade retention and that 

grade retention also affects the promoted peers of retained students. 

 

Keywords: grade retention; psychosocial outcomes; school retention composition; qua-si-

experimental methods; multilevel modelling; PISA 
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Introduction 

When students struggle to meet the academic expectancies or goals established for a 

specific grade level, one option is to allow them more time by retaining them in the same grade 

(Allen et al. 2009; Driessen 2020). This type of response to deal with students’ heterogeneity, 

in terms of aca-demic competencies, is one of the most discussed educational strategies 

(Jimerson 2001). Furthermore, each country usually uses grade retention rates as a measure 

of educational quality and equity (Conselho Nacional de Educação [CNE], 2020; European 

Comission/EACEA, 2020; Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development [OECD], 

2020).  

Accompanying the long debate around grade retention effectiveness, most countries 

decreased their retention rates during the last decade. However, in countries such as Belgium, 

Luxembourg, Germany, Spain, and Portugal (OECD, 2020), grade retention is still a common 

strategy used to deal with students’ low achievement (Dupriez et al., 2008; European 

Comission/EACEA, 2020; Goos, Schreier, et al., 2013; Marsh, 2016). This paper focuses on 

data from Portugal, where grade retention rates are among the highest in the Organization for 

Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) countries. In these educational systems, 

grade retention is believed to bring several benefits to struggling students, such as giving them 

more time to develop and mature and to catch up on the learning materials (European 

Comission/EACEA, 2020; Goos, Van Damme, et al., 2013; Ikeda & Garcia, 2014). In addition, 

retaining students in grades is believed to improve teacher effectiveness by creating more 

homogenous classrooms, and the threat of being retained might boost students’ motivation to 

work harder (Dupriez et al., 2008; Goos, Van Damme, et al., 2013; Hong & Raudenbush, 

2005).  

However, opponents of grade retention argue that grade retention harms students’ 

motivation, confidence, and sense of self-worth because, as they will go over the same 

curriculum once more, they are deprived of intellectual challenges and meaningful learning 

(Hong & Yu, 2007). Moreover, retained students are detached from their peer group and will 

face a new classroom of younger students, leading to a decreased perceived competence and 

a sense of failure (Goos, Van Damme, et al., 2013). Finally, being retained brings extra 

economic and opportunity costs for the educational system, students, and families (Ehmke et 

al., 2010; Ikeda & Garcia, 2014). 

Being retained could constitute a rather negative psychosocial experience for students 

(Anderson et al., 2005; Jimerson & Ferguson, 2007; Martin, 2011) and has been pointed out 

by children and adolescents as one of the most stressful life events (Anderson et al., 2005), 

affecting their motivation and self-confidence (Goos, Van Damme, et al., 2013; Hong & Yu, 

2007; Martin, 2011; Peixoto et al., 2016; Peixoto et al., 2017). Nevertheless, despite its 

relevance for educational success and adjustment, studies considering the effects of grade 
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retention on students’ psychosocial outcomes, such as self-concept, motivation, or 

engagement, have received less attention from the research community (Goos et al., 2021). 

In addition, as advised by other scholars, school context plays a crucial role in shaping 

students’ self-beliefs and experiences (Marsh, 2016). In particular, school retention 

composition, i.e., the proportion of repeaters in a given school, was associated with academic 

and psychosocial outcomes, namely, students’ peer relationships, self-concept, school 

belonging, and enrolment in post-secondary education (Demanet & Van Houtte, 2016; Van 

Canegem et al., 2021, 2022; Xiang & Chiu, 2022). 

Therefore, this paper investigated whether Portuguese students with a history of grade 

retention differ from their promoted same-age peers in psychosocial outcomes. Moreover, we 

aimed to study whether these differences could also be exacerbated or not in schools with a 

more significant proportion of retained students. For this study, we relied on the available data 

from the Programme for International Study Assessment (PISA) 2018 regarding the 

Portuguese context.  

 

Previous Research on the Effects of Grade Retention 

Research on grade retention effectiveness has grown tremendously, especially since 

2010 (Goos et al., 2021). Recent meta-analyses and systematic reviews estimated an overall 

null effect of grade retention (Allen et al., 2009; Goos et al., 2021; Valbuena et al., 2021). 

However, these studies found that the impact of grade retention is highly dependent on the 

context where it occurs (e.g., country, state, and educational system), the timing of grade 

retention, the timing of follow-up (e.g., short-term studies vs. long-term studies), and the 

variables observed (e.g., academic achievement vs. psychosocial or school career) (Goos et 

al., 2021; Valbuena et al., 2021). 

The existing studies considering psychosocial outcomes are far less conclusive than 

those investigating academic achievement outcomes, suggesting positive, negative, or 

nonsignificant effects (Jimerson, 2001; Goos et al., 2021; Valbuena et al., 2021). These 

inconclusive findings could be attributed to the broader nature of the term ‘psychosocial 

outcomes’, covering different variables that could be differently affected by grade retention 

(Goos et al., 2021; Van Canegem et al., 2021). Additionally, short-term studies tend to present 

more positive results (Ehmke et al., 2010; Goos, Van Damme, et al., 2013; Klapproth et al., 

2016; Peixoto et al., 2016; Van Canegem et al., 2021; Wu et al., 2010). 

 

Effects on Students’ Academic Self-Concept 

Students’ academic self-concept, defined as students’ self-perception of competence 

in specific academic-related domains (e.g., reading self-concept), plays a significant role in 

school adjustment, achievement, and educational success (Marsh, 2016). To explain the 
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effects of grade retention on students’ academic self-concept, researchers have often referred 

to the big-fish–little-pond effect (Marsh et al., 2008). This effect posits that students compare 

their own school-related accomplishments with those of their classmates, and this frame of 

reference act as the base for their self-concept development (Marsh, 2016; Marsh et al., 2017; 

Marsh et al., 2008) 

Based on this framework, one could expect that retained students would develop more 

positive academic self-beliefs, at least during the retention year, because their frame of 

reference would comprise their younger grade mates with less academic experience (Marsh, 

2016; Marsh et al., 2017). On the other hand, however, some scholars also claim that being 

retained jeopardises students’ perception of competence because they may perceive that 

being retained constitutes a personal failure that makes them less competent and capable 

(Ikeda & Garcia, 2014; Jimerson, 2001).  

Thus, the empirical evidence also shows mixed effects of grade retention. Longitudinal 

studies assessing grade retention in primary (Peixoto et al., 2016) and lower secondary 

education (Ehmke et al., 2010; Kretschmann et al., 2019; Lamote et al., 2014; Marsh et al., 

2017; Peixoto et al., 2016) found either positive effects on math and academic self-concept 

(Ehmke et al., 2010; Lamote et al., 2014; Marsh et al., 2017), or adverse effects on language, 

math, and academic self-concept (Kretschmann et al., 2019; Peixoto et al., 2016), during the 

retention year. Conversely, more adverse long-run findings emerged from cross-sectional 

studies investigating effects in lower (Klapproth et al., 2016) and upper secondary education 

(Martin, 2011; Van Canegem et al., 2021). In contrast, longitudinal studies generally revealed 

nonsignificant effects on students’ academic, language, and math self-concept during lower 

and upper secondary education (Hung & Yu, 2008; Klapproth et al., 2016; Kretschmann et al., 

2019; Lamote et al., 2014; Marsh et al., 2017). Positive long-run effects were found in only one 

study using international PISA data (Marsh, 2016). 

 

Effects on Students’ Goal Orientations 

Students’ motivation has received much attention from researchers as it is recognised 

for its critical role in students’ academic behaviour and performance (Meece et al., 2006). 

Students’ goal orientations have become one of the largest research fields in motivation and 

are characterised by students’ reasons or purposes for engaging in certain achievement 

behaviours (Kaplan & Maehr, 2007). The PISA in 2018 assessed two kinds of these reasons, 

or orientations, to engage in academic tasks: task orientations and self-enhancing ego 

orientations (Skaalvik, 1997). In task orientation, students engage in a school-related task 

(e.g., a reading task) to develop and acquire knowledge or master a new skill. On the other 

hand, when students pursue a self-enhancing ego orientation, the aim is to demonstrate 

competence and outperform others (Elliot & McGregor, 2001; Skaalvik, 1997).  
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Considering the effects of grade retention on motivational outcomes in general, one 

may expect, on the one hand, that grade retention acts as a ‘boost’ in students’ motivation 

since they will finally experience success and will receive positive feedback from teachers 

(Goos, Van Damme, et al., 2013). Additionally, students may view the retention year as a 

second chance to master the learning content or even an opportunity for a fresh start (Ehmke 

et al., 2017; Kretschmann et al., 2019). 

Despite its relevance within the educational context, to our knowledge, studies 

investigating the effects of grade retention on students’ goal orientations are still scarce. The 

existing studies mainly suggest that students with a retention history demonstrate less adaptive 

motivational profiles in lower secondary education, even before being retained (Kretschmann 

et al., 2019, and during the retention year and beyond (Peixoto et al., 2016; Peixoto et al., 

2017).  

 

Effects on Students’ Sense of School Belonging and Valuing 

Apart from students’ individual motivation, their social exchanges within the school 

context, particularly with their peers, teachers, and the broader school community, are 

essential agents in shaping their motivation at school (Goodenow & Grady, 1993). This social 

aspect of school motivation is commonly known as students’ sense of school belonging (Finn, 

1989; Goodenow & Grady, 1993; OECD, 2003; Slaten et al., 2016). Students’ sense of school 

belonging can be understood as students’ feelings of being accepted, respected, valued, and 

supported by their peers and the broader school community (Finn, 1989; Goodenow & Grady, 

1993; OECD, 2003). In addition, these feelings of belonging are also associated with valuing 

school and school success, the two components of students’ participation at school (Finn, 

1989).  

When students are retained in a grade, they lose their peer group. This experience of 

a broken relationship can trigger feelings of isolation and alienation from school (Demanet & 

Van Houtte, 2016; Goos, Van Damme, et al., 2013) due to failure to satisfy the need to 

establish and, especially, to maintain stable relationships with others (Slaten et al., 2016; 

Wentzel, 2002). In addition, grade retention is an explicit form of academic failure. This stigma 

of failing a grade and not being good enough academically can make establishing new and 

positive relationships in a new and unfamiliar peer group even harder (Demanet & Van Houtte, 

2016). These feelings and experiences may thus lead to a greater sense of school disaffection 

and feelings of being an outsider from school and not connected with the school community 

(Demanet & Van Houtte, 2016; Goos, Van Damme, et al., 2013). 

Empirical studies investigating the effects of grade retention on students’ sense of 

belonging suggest that grade retention does not improve students’ sense of school be-longing. 

Longitudinal studies showed predominantly adverse effects in both primary (Wu et al., 2010) 
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and lower secondary education (Im et al., 2013). Cross-sectional studies revealed mainly 

adverse effects of retention on school belonging (Van Canegem et al., 2021), particularly those 

using international PISA data (OECD, 2019; Van Canegem et al., 2022). To our knowledge, 

the effects of grade retention on students’ school valuing as it is operationalised here are 

inexistent. 

 

School Retention Composition 

Empirical studies recognising the importance of school context in studying grade 

retention, although less common, have been growing during the last years, suggesting its 

crucial role in moderating the relationship between individual grade retention and academic 

and psychosocial outcomes (Demanet & Van Houtte, 2013, 2016; Hong & Raudenbush, 2005, 

2006; Santos et al., 2022; Van Canegem, et al, 2021, 2022; Xiang & Chiu, 2022). In addition, 

Van Canegem et al. (2021) posited that the context where grade retention occurs might be 

crucial to clarify divergent findings from previous studies.  

The number of retained students attending a particular school can impact students’ 

psychosocial outcomes in two ways. First, a direct effect of school retention composition is 

expected through the so-called spillover effects of retained students on their non-retained 

peers (Van Canegem, et al, 2021). Spillover effects of grade retention have been less 

considered in grade retention research, despite constituting a big concern for families and 

educators (Goos et al., 2021). Retaining students in a particular classroom may negatively 

affect the classroom climate and instruction and, therefore, the learning of non-retained 

classmates (Gottfried, 2013; Xiang & Chiu, 2022).  

Second, school retention composition may moderate the relationship between 

individual grade retention and students’ psychosocial outcomes. Accordingly, retained 

students might present more negative behaviours and feelings of being stigmatised in schools 

with low rates of grade retention. These feelings might, thus, exacerbate the impact of grade 

retention on students’ self-concept and sense of belonging, for example (Demanet & Van 

Houtte, 2013, 2016; Van Canegem et al., 2021, 2022).  

The empirical studies that have addressed the impact of school retention composition 

on students’ psychosocial factors showed that students from schools with many repeaters tend 

to be more likely to misbehave at school have a lower number of friends, and lower levels of 

academic self-concept and school belonging (Demanet & Van Houtte, 2013, 2016; Van 

Canegem et al., 2021, 2022). In addition, some studies showed more favourable results of 

grade retention in schools with higher retention rates (Demanet & Van Houtte, 2016; Van 

Canegem et al., 2021, 2022). 
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The Portuguese Context 

The Portuguese school system, along with other southern European countries (e.g., 

France, Italy, and Spain), offers a common core curriculum for all students until 9th grade, and 

grade retention is the primary strategy applied to deal with academically struggling students 

and to promote homogeneity inside the classroom (Dupriez et al., 2008). In Portugal, 24% of 

15-year-old students have reported being retained at least once during their school career, 

being largely above the OECD average of 11% (OECD, 2020). These rates may reflect the 

‘culture of retention’ mentioned in several studies, meaning that educators believe that grade 

retention is beneficial for students over and above the recommendations of the international 

educational community and even national legislation (European Commission/EACEA, 2020; 

Goos, Schreier, et al., 2013). Currently, the national legislation states that grade retention in 

Portugal should only be an ‘exceptional measure’ when promoting the student to the next 

grade compromises the acquisition of new learnings (Decreto-Lei no. 55/2018). Thus, grade 

retention decision falls on schools and teachers who, except for transition years, have the 

autonomy to define in which specific circumstances grade retention will be applied.  

Although it is a widespread practice in Portugal, studies using Portuguese data are still 

scarce, especially in using adequate methodologies and considering variables beyond student 

achievement (Nunes et al., 2018; Pereira & Reis, 2014). To our knowledge, only a limited 

number of studies have focused on the effects of grade retention on students’ psychosocial 

outcomes, such as students’ self-concept and motivation. These studies showed 

predominantly adverse effects (Peixoto et al., 2016, 2017; Santos et al., 2022). 

  

The Present Study 

In summary, the following considerations guided this study: (a) the findings that the 

characteristics of each school system moderate the effects of grade retention; (b) the limited 

number of empirical studies evaluating grade retention effects within the Portuguese context 

(and to some extent considering other countries with a similar educational system); (c) the 

mixed empirical evidence of the effects of grade retention on students’ psychosocial variables 

driven by the differential nature of each construct; and (d) the importance of school retention 

composition in clarifying the relationship between grade retention and academic outcomes.  

Hence, we aimed to investigate the effects of grade retention on a group of 

psychosocial variables. Specifically, using a large-scale assessment and applying a same-age 

comparison approach, we examined (1) whether students who had experienced grade 

retention at least once between grade 1 and grade 9 differed from their same-age pro-moted 

peers in reading self-concept, goal orientations, and students’ sense of school belonging and 

valuing; and (2) whether the nature of these effects can differ according to the proportion of 

retained students attending a school, i.e., school retention composition. 
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Method 

Data and Participants 

Starting in 2000, PISA became one of the largest and most prominent large-scale 

assessment studies in education. Every three years, PISA assesses reading, math, and 

science competencies acquired by 15-year-old students. In addition, PISA gathers in-formation 

regarding student and family background information and various psycho-social variables, 

including academic self-concept, motivation, and school engagement.  

This study used data from 5932 Portuguese students who participated in PISA 2018, 

attending 276 schools. Since this study focused on grade retention effects, we excluded 

students who had missing information (5%, n = 308) in the grade retention variable from the 

data. Thus, further analyses were based on 1362 retained (24%) and 4262 promoted students 

(Mage = 15.73, SDage = 0.29, 50% boys), attending between 7th and 11th grade. PISA uses a 

two-stage process regarding the sampling procedure to obtain a representative sample of 

students from each country and economy. First, schools are randomly selected from a 

complete list of schools containing the student population of interest. Second, thirty-five 15-

year-old students from each school are randomly selected to fulfil the questionnaires (OECD, 

2019a). 

 

Measures 

In this study, we focused on PISA data considering students’ reading self-concept, goal 

orientations, and school belonging and valuing. In addition, we used information regarding 

students’ social background and school characteristics retrieved from students’ and school 

principals’ questionnaires. All continuous measures were standardised to have a mean of 0 

and a standard deviation of 1, and categorial measures were coded as dummy variables to 

facilitate interpretation. Concerning the validity and reliability of the measures used, internal 

consistency ranged from α = 0.74 to α = 0.88 (see Table 1), revealing acceptable levels of 

reliability, as was also referred to in the PISA report (OECD, 2019b). 

 

Grade Retention 

In the PISA questionnaire, students were asked whether they had ever repeated a 

grade in ISCED I, II, or III. This study considered grade retention responses regarding ISCED 

I or II. In these variables, 0 means that a student never repeated a grade during ISCED I or II, 

whereas 1 means that a student has repeated it at least once. In addition, school retention 

composition was derived from responses to grade retention in ISCED II and III variables since 

many schools offer both these two levels of education and were operationalised as the 

percentage of retained students in each school. 
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Reading Self-Concept 

To assess academic self-concept in reading, students were asked on a 4-point scale 

(strongly disagree to strongly agree) whether they perceive themselves as good readers, 

whether they are able to understand complex texts, and whether they read fluently (OECD, 

2019c). 

 

Goal Orientations 

Students’ task orientations, or learning goals as mentioned by PISA (OECD, 2019c, p. 

215), were measured on a 5-point scale (not at all true of me to extremely true of me), asking 

to what extent they have the goal of learning and master class-related materials. Likewise, to 

assess self-enhancing orientations or attitudes toward competition, as referred to by PISA 

[OECD, 2019c, p. 215), students answered three items on a 4-point scale (strongly disagree 

to strongly agree), asking whether they enjoy working in competitive environments and 

whether they have the goal of outperforming others.  

 

School Belonging and Valuing 

To assess their sense of school belonging, students answered six statements, such as 

“I feel like an outsider (or left out of things) at school” and “I feel like I belong at school” (OECD, 

2019b, p.130), on a 4-point scale (strongly disagree to strongly agree). Students also 

completed three items to assess how much they value school. In these statements, students 

were asked whether they agree (strongly disagree to strongly agree) that trying hard at school 

would help them obtain a good job or help them be accepted into a good college (OECD, 

2019b).  

 

Students’ Social Background and Competencies 

We considered several individual background variables retrieved from the students’ 

questionnaire and the measurement of competencies that were related to grade retention 

(Agasisti & Cordero, 2017; Choi et al., 2018; Ehmke et al., 2010; Klapproth & Schaltz, 2015; 

Marsh, 2016; Nunes et al., 2018; Pires et al., 2021). Specifically, we retrieved information 

considering students’ age, gender, immigrant background, language spoken at home, index of 

economic, social, and cultural status (derived from parents’ highest level of education, parents’ 

highest occupational status, and home possessions), home educational resources (i.e., 

household possessions and the number of books at home), and parents’ emotional support 

(self-report measure where students where asked whether they feel supported by their 

parents; OECD, 2019c) . In addition, we considered students’ PISA scores in reading, math, 

and science.  
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Table 1 

Means and Standard Deviations for Retained and Promoted Students, Internal Consistency, and Correlations Between the Outcome Variables 

 Repeaters Non-repeaters Internal 

consistency 

     

 M SD M SD  1 2 3 4 5 

1.Reading self-concept -0.50 0.83 -0.16 0.83 .74 -     

2.Task orientation -0.33 0.99 0.11 0.93 .83 .25*** -    

3.Self-enhancing orientation -0.04 0.96 -0.06 1.00 .87 .06*** .08*** -   

4.School belonging -0.02 0.97 0.17 0.97 .80 .13*** .17*** .10*** -  

5.School utility value 0.09 0.97 0.50 0.85 .88 .14*** .32*** .01 .19*** - 

***p < .001 
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School Context 

We also integrated some school-related components as covariates considered in the 

literature related to grade retention (Agasisti & Cordero, 2017; Choi et al., 2018; Klapproth & 

Schaltz, 2015; Pires et al., 2021; Xiang & Chiu, 2022). Specifically, we retrieved information 

regarding school type (public vs. private; OECD, 2019c). The proportion of participating 

students attending public schools does not differ from the true proportion of Portuguese 

students attending such schools (88% in both cases; CNE, 2020). In addition, school 

composition in terms of the index of economic, social, and cultural status and immigrant 

background, obtained by aggregating students’ responses, was also considered. 

 

Data Analysis 

Handling Missing Values 

In most observational studies, participants often leave one or more questions un-

answered. Researchers have been encouraged to deal with incomplete datasets in recent 

years by applying imputation methods. In this study, we applied multiple imputations by 

chained equations using the MICE package in R (van Buuren & Groothuis-Oudshoorn, 2011), 

generating five completed datasets and allowing ten iterations. The proportion of missing 

values in the variables used in the analyses ranged from 0.1% to 10%. Subsequent analyses 

were conducted in each imputed dataset and then aggregated (Rubin, 1987). 

  

Group Comparison Strategy 

Applying an experimental methodology to estimate the causal effects of grade retention 

is not theoretically or ethically attainable, as students cannot be randomly retained or 

promoted. Nevertheless, the literature on grade retention effects draws attention to the 

importance of establishing comparability between the intervention (i.e., retained students) and 

comparison (i.e., promoted students) groups (Allen et al., 2009; Goos et al., 2021). Thus, 

propensity score matching methods are often applied to reduce selection bias by achieving a 

balance between treatment and comparison groups regarding background characteristics 

related to both the treatment and the outcome (Austin, 2011; Cordero et al., 2018). These 

methods have also been widely used in international studies, such as those using the PISA 

data (Cordero et al., 2018). We opted to apply the full matching technique among the different 

matching methods, using the MatchIt package in R (Ho et al., 2011). The full matching 

technique is considered a more sophisticated and flexible matching method and has the 

advantage of not discarding any observation (as does, for example, the one-to-one nearest 

neighbour technique). Full matching forms a series of matched sets (subclasses) containing 

at least one treated and one comparison subject (Stuart, 2010). After creating these matched 

sets, each comparison individual receives a weight proportional to the number of treatment 
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individuals present in each set (Ho et al., 2011). In subsequent outcome analyses, these 

weights are introduced in weighted regression models (Ho et al., 2011). Full matching 

techniques are recognised to be efficient in maximising the similarities between treatment and 

comparison individuals in each matched set (Stuart, 2010) and have been success-fully used 

in grade retention effects research (Kretschmann et al., 2019). The final step of preparing 

comparison groups for the outcome analysis was assessing the balance between treated and 

com-parison subjects across the covariates used (Stuart, 2010). This assessment was 

performed considering (Ho et al., 2011; Stuart, 2010): (a) standardised mean differences below 

0.25; (b) variance ratios between 0 and 2; and (c) graphical inspection. In this study, we include 

in the propensity score matching a series of background characteristics and interaction terms, 

described in sections 2.2.5. The selection of these variables was theoretically based, as 

mentioned previously.  

 

Outcome Analysis 

The effects of grade retention on psychosocial components were estimated using 

multilevel models since students are nested within schools (Marsh, 2016). Thus, a series of 

hierarchical linear models were computed for each outcome, considering four stages (Model 

0 to Model 3). Model 0 or the ‘null model’ was estimated with no predictors to examine the 

amount of variance in the outcomes that is explained by either student or school levels. Model 

1 was estimated by entering students’ background variables, reading, math, and science 

scores, school context variables, and grade retention variables. In Model 2, school retention 

composition was added to the previous variables. Model 3 assessed the inter-action between 

grade retention and school retention composition. In estimating these models, we followed 

Stuart’s (2010) recommendations of combining matching and regression methods by including 

in the regression models the predictors and controlling variables previously considered in the 

matching procedures. We used weighted regression models, as already mentioned, 

considering the weights obtained after matching. Finally, in every model, we additionally 

checked for multicollinearity using the variance inflation factor (VIF). Using a threshold of 10 

indicating a strong correlation between the independent variables, our results supported its 

independence, with VIF values ranging between 1.02 and 4.84. 

 

Results 

Covariate Balance across Retained and Promoted Students 

Before conducting the outcome analysis, we assessed whether the selection bias on 

background variables was reduced through full matching. It is first worth mentioning that we 

observed extreme weights in some comparison individuals, suggesting difficulties in finding 

suitable matching individuals for these observations (Stuart, 2010). Hence, we discarded the 
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observations with extreme weights above the 99th percentile (n = 73). Further analyses were 

based on 1362 retained students and 4189 promoted students. 

Results from the full matching revealed adequate balance. As shown in Figure 1, the 

absolute standardised mean differences between retained and promoted students in the 

background variables decreased considerably after matching, with all standardised mean 

differences below 0.25. In critical, highly related to retention, background variables, such as 

students’ ESCS, the standardised mean differences were reduced to 0.01 standard deviations. 

 

Figure 1 

Absolute Standardised Mean Differences Between Retained (n = 1362) and Promoted 

Students (n = 4189) Before and After Full Matching 

 

Effects of Grade Retention  

This section presents the effects of grade retention on the outcome variables assessed. 

Table 1 shows descriptive statistics in the outcome variables for the retained and promoted 

groups and correlations between outcome variables. To improve readability, in Table 2, we 

present only the results from Model 3, i.e., the model testing both single effects of grade 

retention and school retention composition and interaction effects between these variables. In 

the following sections, we briefly describe the findings from the remaining models. Detailed 

information regarding coefficients from Model 0 to Model 2 for each outcome variable can be 

found in Appendix B.
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Table 2 

Multilevel Unstandardized Parameter Estimates From Model 3 for the Outcomes Assessed   
 

Reading  
self-concept 

Task 
orientation 

Self-enhancing 
orientation 

School 
belonging 

School  
utility value 

Intercept -0.10 (0.08) 0.12 (0.10) -0.05 (0.10) 0.45 (0.10)*** 0.49 (0.10)*** 

Student level 
 

    

Retention 0.01 (0.03) -0.16 (0.03)*** -0.07 (0.03) -0.12 (0.03)*** -0.08 (0.03)* 

Age 0.01 (0.01) 0.02 (0.01) 0.01 (0.01) -0.03 (0.01)** -0.06 (0.01)*** 

Male -0.06 (0.02)* -0.21 (0.03)*** 0.42 (0.03)*** 0.20 (0.03)*** -0.16 (0.03)*** 

ESCSa 0.08 (0.01)*** 0.02 (0.02) 0.02 (0.02) 0.06 (0.02)*** 0.02 (0.02) 

Immigration status 0.03 (0.04) 0.20 (0.05)*** -0.14 (0.06)* -0.18 (0.05)** 0.09 (0.05) 

Home language -0.26 (0.06)*** 0.05 (0.07) -0.17 (0.07)* 0.01 (0.07) 0.06 (0.07) 

HEDRESb 0.10 (0.01)*** 0.16 (0.01)*** 0.04 (0.02)* 0.09 (0.01)*** 0.11 (0.01)*** 

EMOSUPPc 0.07 (0.01)*** 0.21 (0.01)*** 0.11 (0.01)*** 0.23 (0.01)*** 0.22 (0.01)*** 

Reading score 0.37 (0.03)*** -0.10 (0.04)** -0.14 (0.04)*** 0.10 (0.03)** 0.24 (0.03)*** 

Math score -0.31 (0.03)*** -0.07 (0.04) -0.21 (0.04)*** -0.30 (0.03)*** 0.03 (0.03) 

Science score 0.12 (0.03)*** 0.20 (0.04)*** 0.34 (0.04)*** 0.29 (0.04)*** -0.10 (0.04)** 

School level 
 

    

Retention composition -0.07 (0.03)* -0.13 (0.04)*** -0.01 (0.03) -0.05 (0.03) -0.12 (0.03)*** 

Public school 0.11 (0.07) -0.07 (0.08) -0.01 (0.08) -0.32 (0.08)*** -0.03 (0.07) 

School ESCSa composition -0.04 (0.03) -0.04 (0.03) -0.01 (0.03) 0.02 (0.03) 0.01 (0.03) 

School immigrant composition -0.01 (0.02) 0.01 (0.02) -0.01 (0.02) 0.02 (0.02) 0.01 (0.02) 
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Retention X Retention 
composition 

0.08 (0.02)*** 0.13 (0.03)*** 0.03 (0.03) 0.09 (0.03)** 0.14 (0.03)*** 

Between school variance 0.08 (0.28) 0.10 (0.32) 0.10 (0.31) 0.10 (0.32) 0.09 (0.30) 

Within school variance 0.31 (0.56) 0.47 (0.68) 0.51 (0.72) 0.43 (0.65) 0.43 (0.66) 

Note. Standard errors are in parenthesis. aIndex of economic, social, and cultural background; bHome educational resources; cParental emotional 

support. 

*p < .05, ** p < .01, ***p < .001 
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Effects of Grade Retention on Reading Self-Concept 

The intraclass correlation coefficient (ICC) obtained from Model 0 (these coefficients 

are only described in the text; calculations are possible from the tables in Appendix A) suggests 

substantial variance between schools in reading self-concept (ICC = 0.20). Thus, these results 

support the multilevel analysis. Considering the main effect of grade retention, the results were 

consistent across the three models; the relationship between grade retention and reading self-

concept was nonsignificant. Conversely, Model 3 revealed a negative relationship between 

school retention composition and reading self-concept (b = −0.07, p < 0.05), suggesting that 

students in schools with a larger pro-portion of repeaters tend to feel less competent in reading.  

In addition, the results showed a combined effect of grade retention and school 

retention composition (b = 0.08, p < 0.001) on this outcome, revealing that the higher 

proportion of repeaters in school attenuates the effects of grade retention on students’ reading 

self-concept. Figure 2a illustrates the nature of this interaction effect, showing that in schools 

with a high number of repeaters, repeaters tend to present a higher perception of reading 

competence than promoted students. 

 

Effects of Grade Retention on Goal Orientations 

Considering students’ task orientation and self-enhancing orientation, the ICCs from 

Model 0 revealed that 19% and 16% of the variance in students’ goal orientations is attributable 

to schools. The results from all models showed that retention is related to lower levels of task 

orientation (b = −0.12, p < 0.001; b = −0.11, p < 0.001; b = −0.16, p < 0.001; Models 1 to 3, 

respectively). Considering the effects of school retention composition, we found an effect of 

this variable only in Model 3 (b = −0.13, p < 0.001) when the interaction term was entered. The 

moderating effect of school retention composition in the relationship between individual 

retention and task orientation (b = 0.13, p < 0.001) showed that, on the one hand, grade 

retention affects students’ task orientation less when they attend a school with a higher number 

of retained students. On the other hand, an inspection of this interaction considering retained 

and non-retained students showed that for retained students, being in a school with high 

retention rates does not affect or even slightly improve their task orientation and, for promoted 

students, being part of such a school negatively affects their task orientation (see Figure 2b). 
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Figure 2 

Graphical Representation of the Interaction Effect Between Grade Retention and School 

Retention Composition that Resulted From Multilevel Hierarchical Models (Model 3).  

 

Note. (a) Reading self-concept; (b) Task orientation; (c) School belonging; (d) School utility 

Value 

 

Effects of Grade Retention on School Belonging and Valuing 

For school belonging and utility value, the ICCs again showed substantial variability 

between schools in these components (ICC = 0.23 and ICC = 0.18, respectively). The results 

for school belonging showed in both models that grade retention is related to lower feelings of 

school belonging (b = −0.09, p = 0.004, for Models 1 and 2; b = −0.12, p < 0.001, Model 3). In 

addition, consistent with the previous results, individual retention was found to be less 

detrimental to students’ sense of belonging when schools present many repeaters (b = 0.09, 

p = 0.001). Moreover, promoted students attending a school with a high rate of retained 

students present lower sense of school belonging (see Figure 2c). For students’ sense of 

school utility value, this component was only affected by grade retention and school retention 

composition when the interaction term was considered (in-dividual retention: b = −0.03, p = 

0.324, Model 1; b = −0.03, p = 0.415, Model 2; b = −0.08, p = 0.011, Model 3; retention 

composition: b = −0.12, p < 0.001). Again, school retention composition was found to moderate 

the effects of individual retention (b = 0.14, p < 0.001), showing that grade retention rates at 

the school level tend to attenuate the negative relationship between grade retention and school 

utility value. Moreover, in line with previous findings, promoted students attending a school 
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with a high rate of retained students present lower sense of school utility value (see Figure 

2d). 

 

Discussion 

In Portugal, grade retention is still a prevalent practice applied to academically 

struggling students, irrespective of being considered an ‘exceptional measure’. Therefore, 

based on data from PISA 2018, we aimed to explore the effects of grade retention on students’ 

reading self-concept, goal orientations, and school belonging and valuing by employing 

methods that consider several background variables related to grade retention. The use of full 

matching (Stuart, 2010) and the available data on several individual and contextual variables 

allowed us to reduce the differences between promoted and retained students and to estimate 

more rigorous effects of grade retention by disentangling the impact of potential confounders, 

as previously recommended (Allen et al., 2009; Goos et al., 2021; Valbuena et al., 2021).  

 

Effects of Grade Retention and School Retention Composition on Psychosocial 

Outcomes 

In this study, we found that retained students, by the age of 15, are less oriented to 

master academic-related tasks and have a lower sense of school belonging and valuing. These 

results are in line with previous studies, suggesting a detrimental effect of grade retention on 

motivational variables and school belonging (Klapproth et al., 2016; Martin, 2011; OECD, 

2019a; Peixoto et al., 2016; Peixoto et al., 2017; Van Canegem et al., 2021, 2022). Although 

the cross-sectional nature of this study limits our potential to make causal statements, our 

findings, together with the previous longitudinal and retrospective studies, suggest that 

retained students could engage in a negative cascade and that grade retention could leave an 

irreversible mark on students’ motivation and engagement (Anderson et al., 2005; Jimerson & 

Ferguson, 2007). We additionally have explored the effects of repeating more than once by 

conducting separate analyses for students retained only once (n = 778) and students retained 

at least twice (n = 584). The analyses considering students retained only once revealed similar 

findings for all the outcomes. On the other hand, repeating more than once had positive effects 

on academic self-concept, negligible effects on task orientation and negative effects on 

students' self-enhancing orientation. The effects of school retention composition remained 

unaltered. Detailed results of these analyses are available on request from the first author. 

These results are supported by the social goals framework (e.g., Wentzel, 2002), 

stressing that students are most likely to engage in a context that provides opportunities to 

meet the social goal of establishing personal relationships with teachers and peers. Thus, in 

the case of retained students, by losing their reference peer group and friends, they could 

experience feelings of not being accepted, respected, or valued within their school community. 
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In addition, students’ motivation to learn is also affected by the fulfilment of social goals 

(Wentzel, 2002). In this study, this is visible in the low levels of task orientation and school 

utility value presented by retained students, suggesting that these students are less oriented 

to develop learning task-related skills and gradually devaluate school learning. 

Regarding students’ reading self-concept, our results seem to unravel a more com-plex 

picture than individual grade retention effects alone. For this variable, we have found a more 

substantial effect of school retention composition over and above the impact of individual 

retention on students’ perception of competence. These findings could also be interpreted in 

light of the big-fish–little-pond effect (Marsh et al., 2008), which posits the school context’s 

prevalence in shaping students’ self-concept. 

Indeed, one of the most notable findings of this study is the impact that school retention 

composition exerts on students’ self-concept, motivation, and engagement. Overall, the larger 

the share of retained students in a school, the lower the self-perception of competence in 

reading, task orientation, and sense of school valuing. In addition, the interaction effect 

between individual retention and school retention composition suggests that the retention rates 

do not affect students equally. In the case of our study, non-retained students were those that 

presented more negative outcomes by attending a school with a large proportion of repeaters. 

Thus, the adverse effects of grade retention also have significant implications for classmates 

of retained students and the broader school community, supporting previous findings 

(Bietenbeck, 2014; Demanet & Van Houtte, 2013, 2016; Gottfried, 2013; Van Canegem et al., 

2021).  

These findings seem to reflect one of the major concerns of educators and parents—

that sharing a classroom with repeaters by disrupting classroom instruction negatively affects 

the academic outcomes of their non-retained peers (Lavy et al., 2012). Thus, interventions, 

such as ability grouping, may sound attractive to ensure non-retained students’ academic 

success. However, as previous studies showed, educational systems that preconise tracking 

and ability grouping in classes present the most detrimental effects of grade retention on 

students’ development (Goos et al., 2021; OECD, 2020). Moreover, retention rates and 

individual retention are related to students’ background and achievement, meaning that 

schools with a large proportion of repeaters are most often attended by socially disadvantaged 

and low-achieving students (European Commistion/EACEA, 2020; Lavy et al., 2012; Xiang & 

Chiu, 2022), and these are simultaneously the characteristics that put students in a more 

vulnerable position to being retained (Choi et al., 2018; Klapproth et al., 2016; Nunes et al., 

2018). Therefore, the most vulnerable students are, simultaneously, more likely to be retained 

and to share a class/school with many repeaters (Gottfried, 2013), resulting in greater 

inequalities among these students (Xiang & Chiu, 2022). Here, tracking and ability grouping 

will only exacerbate this effect and, consequently, student disparities. Finally, at a macro level, 
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the PISA 2018 data revealed that countries and economies presenting higher grade retention 

rates generally showed lower levels of reading performance and lower levels of equity in 

education (OECD, 2020).  

 

Limitations and Future Directions 

The contributions of the findings from this study are not without their limitations. First, 

we must mention the cross-sectional and retrospective nature of the presented data that 

prevents us from investigating developmental trajectories regarding students’ academic self-

concept, goal orientations, sense of belonging and valuing, and establishing causal 

relationships. In the case of grade retention research considering Portuguese data, 

longitudinal studies regarding grade retention effectiveness would be very important given the 

limited number of studies within this context and the high retention rates. Further investigations 

assessing Portuguese retained students’ developmental trajectories of academic and 

psychosocial aspects are needed to clarify the effectiveness of this practice. 

Second, and linked with the previous limitation, it was impossible to disentangle which 

grade students were retained considering the data used in this study. Thus, we could not 

estimate the potential long-term effects of grade retention more precisely. Considering the 

specific grade when students were retained is important not only from a developmental 

perspective but also due to findings from previous studies, where grade retention effects 

differed according to the grade where they were retained (e.g., Giano et al., 2022).  

Third, concerning the moderating effect of school retention composition, our 

operationalisation of this variable is limited because only a small number of students from each 

school participated in the PISA assessment, and non-identification of the participating schools 

prevents us from obtaining school retention rates from official records. Based on this, one 

should interpret our findings regarding school retention composition with caution. Given its 

notable contribution, we encourage researchers to consider this vital variable in future studies 

assessing grade retention effects.  

Fourth, and finally, we assumed the broad definition of grade retention, considering it 

as a single and universal treatment. Additional interventions coupled with grade retention 

during the retention year and beyond, such as additional support and educational services 

provided to retained students, were not considered. Past research showed that positive effects 

could emerge when retention is coupled with other treatment sources (Goos et al., 2021). 

Moreover, we did not investigate the potential moderating effects of students’ background 

characteristics. Some researchers suggest that students from certain subgroups or presenting 

specific features might benefit from grade retention (Choi et al., 2018; Goos et al., 2021). 

Although these aspects were beyond the scope of this study, we encourage researchers to 

collect information about ‘what happens’ during the retention year and test the effects of grade 
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retention according to some students’ characteristics in future studies. These two 

considerations will be very informative either to research or to practice. 

 

Conclusions 

The findings of this study suggest that grade retention is not an effective practice. 

Specifically, our results indicate that grade retention is related to lower levels of motivation and 

engagement, two valuable conditions for school success. Moreover, it was reported that grade 

retention affects retained students and could also be detrimental to their peers attending the 

same school.  

Based on our findings, we cannot support the use of grade retention as an effective 

intervention for struggling students. Instead, we first recommend early identification of at-risk 

students, monitoring their academic and psychosocial development, and providing additional 

support to avoid grade retention. Valbuena et al. (2021) listed numerous evidence-based and 

cost-effective policies, practices, and interventions that are alternatives to retention, such as 

tutoring, summer schools, and multi-age grouping. Likewise, students’ academic 

competencies and psychosocial development should also be considered when deciding to 

retain a student, not only school marks. Furthermore, in the case of retaining a student, both 

these competencies should be monitored and supported equally, ensuring that the ‘second 

chance’ given to the students will not be harmful to their academic and psychosocial growth. 

To the broader school community, we recommend monitoring and reducing school retention 

rates since they affect the whole student community. At last, we advise educators and 

policymakers to continuously consider the psychosocial components of learning when 

debating the effectiveness of grade retention and its related policies and norms. 
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5. STUDY 3:  EFFECTS OF GRADE RETENTION IN LOWER SECONDARY 

EDUCATION ON STUDENTS’ SELF-CONCEPT, SELF-ESTEEM, GOAL 

ORIENTATIONS, AND SCHOOL CAREER 
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Abstract 

Grade retention is one of the most discussed and controversial educational measures, and 

yet, it is still widely applied in many countries. Grade retention has high educational, economic, 

and social costs, and thus, it is critical to expand the knowledge regarding its effectiveness. 

Research regarding the effects of grade retention on students’ psychosocial development 

presents mixed findings. This is partly due to the nature of the variables considered, the grades 

assessed, and methodological issues, such as considering grade retention as a fixed measure 

and the lack of suitable comparison groups. This study aimed to analyse both the short to 

medium and longitudinal effects of grade retention in grades 7 or 8 on students’: (1) academic 

self-concept, (2) self-esteem, (3) goal orientations and (4) school career. Data were collected 

continuously over a 3-year span (once a year) and, again, three years after the third wave. 

After matching 477 students on several pre-treatment variables using probability treatment 

weighting with time-varying treatments (i.e., retention), our analytical sample consisted of 85 

promoted students, 33 students retained in grade 7, and 32 students retained in grade 8. Our 

results showed that retained students did not differ from their promoted peers in self-esteem 

and goal orientations in the short, medium, or long term. The exception was for an increase in 

7th grade repeaters’ academic self-concept in the years after retention. However, this 

advantage dissipated in the longer run. Finally, considering students’ school career, grade 

retention was not predictive of further retention.  

 

Keywords: academic self-concept, achievement goals, grade retention, matching methods 
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Introduction 

In many countries, grade retention is the primary measure to ensure that low-achieving 

students acquire the academic knowledge and competencies required for a particular grade 

level (Allen et al., 2009). This is the case for European countries such as Belgium, 

Luxembourg, Germany, Spain, and Portugal, where more than 20% of students are retained 

at least once during their school career (Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 

Development [OECD], 2020). Despite its common use, recent reviews discourage the use of 

grade retention, considering its adverse effects on students’ academic and non-academic 

outcomes (Allen et al., 2009; Goos et al., 2021; Valbuena, 2021). Nevertheless, the growing 

body of research addressing the effects of grade retention on psychosocial outcomes and 

school career still presents some controversial results due to the nature of the outcomes 

considered, the length of the studies, and the lack of high-quality methods employed to 

estimate its causal effects (Goos et al., 2021; Valbuena et al., 2021; Van Canegem et al., 

2021).  

Generally, methodological sound studies tend to compare the outcomes of retained 

students in a given grade with that of equivalent low-performing and promoted students. 

However, these studies have treated grade retention as a one-time fixed intervention instead 

of considering its dynamic time-varying nature, where students can be retained at different 

time points. As stated by some authors (Moser et al., 2012; Vandecandelaere et al., 2016), 

students who are promoted but are on the edge of being retained (i.e., at-risk students) are 

likely to be retained in the following grade(s). Thus, longitudinal studies that neglect the time-

varying nature of grade retention may produce biased estimates of its effects since they 

compare retained students with (supposedly) continuously promoted students who were 

retained later (Vandecandelaere et al., 2016). 

Therefore, in this study, we estimated grade retention effects using quasi-experimental 

methods that consider the time-varying nature of grade retention (Valbuena et al., 2021; 

Vandecandelaere et al., 2016). These effects were tested in 7th and 8th grade Portuguese 

students’ academic self-concept, self-esteem, goal orientations, and school career during 

secondary education. These psychosocial and school career outcomes are understudied in 

the Portuguese context, highlighting the importance of this study.  

 

Grade Retention Effectiveness 

Grade retention, also referred to as grade repetition, requires that students are retained 

in grade, at the end of the school year, due to academic reasons (e.g., low achievement) and, 

thus, will have to repeat the same grade level in the next school year. The premise behind this 

practice is to give struggling students more time to master the learning material and to develop 

academic-related competencies (Hong & Yu, 2008; Smith & Shepard, 1988; Wu et al., 2010). 
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In addition, grade retention supposedly creates academically more homogeneous classrooms, 

which from teachers’ viewpoint, eases instruction and educational support (Dupriez et al., 

2008; Nunes et al., 2018; Smith & Shepard, 1988). 

Opponents of grade retention, however, argue that the stigma associated with grade 

retention suppresses time benefits, especially in the longer run, by hindering students’ 

competence beliefs, motivation, school engagement, and peer relationships (Goos et al., 2013; 

Mathys et al., 2019; Pagani et al. 2001). In addition, grade retention entails high economic and 

societal costs for the students themselves, the families, and the education system and society 

in broader terms (Ehmke et al., 2010; Goos et al., 2021; Valbuena et al., 2021). 

 Given the costs associated with grade retention, educators and researchers have 

sought to assess grade retention effectiveness by studying its academic and non-academic 

effects. More recent reviews of the research conducted during the past 20 years claim that the 

negative or ‘no’ effects of grade retention outweigh its potential benefits (Allen et al., 2009; 

Goos et al., 2021; Jimerson, 2001; Valbuena et al., 2021). In addition, these reviews showed 

that differential effects of grade retention could be found according to the: (a) context (e.g., 

country) where grade retention occurs, (b) outcome assessed (e.g., academic achievement 

vs. psychosocial and school career outcomes), (c) length of the study (short vs. long-run 

effects), and to the (d) methodology used (quasi-experimental vs naturalistic methods; Allen 

et al., 2009; Goos et al., 2021; Valbuena et al., 2021).  

 

The Effects of Grade Retention on Psychosocial Outcomes  

There are various reasons to expect grade retention effects on students' psychosocial 

outcomes, albeit in opposing directions. On the one hand, grade retention could positively 

impact students’ self-beliefs and motivation (Marsh, 2016; Marsh et al., 2017). Retained 

students may finally experience success in academic-related tasks and receive positive 

teacher feedback, which could boost their motivation and learning behaviour (Ehmke et al., 

2017; Goos et al., 2013).  

Additionally, students may face grade retention as a new opportunity for a fresh start 

and would be more focused and motivated to master school-related material, as well as would 

be more competent and confident regarding academic subjects (Ehmke et al., 2017; Smith et 

al., 2022). This boost in motivation and self-beliefs is coupled with the advantaged conferred 

to retained students when placing them in a new classroom with younger students (Smith et 

al., 2022).  

From a social comparison perspective, students use their group of classmates as a 

frame of reference to form their self-beliefs. In self-concept literature, this phenomenon is 

called the big-fish-little-pond effect (Marsh et al., 2008) and is often mentioned to explain the 

associations between students’ grade retention and self-concept (Kretschmann et al., 2019; 
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Marsh, 2016; Marsh et al., 2017). Thus, by transiting to a classroom with younger and less 

experienced peers, retained students’ self-perception of competence in specific academic 

domains (i.e., academic self-concept; Shavelson et al., 1976) would increase because they 

compare their academic accomplishments with that of their less academic experienced 

classmates (Marsh, 2016; Marsh et al., 2017; Marsh et al., 2008). 

On the other hand, a substantial body of studies claims that grade retention could result 

in a negative psychological and emotional experience (Anderson et al., 2005; Jimerson & 

Ferguson, 2007; Martin, 2011), being identified by students as one of the major stressful life 

events (Anderson et al., 2005). Second, by repeating the exact same grade, students are 

confronted with the same learning material, either for the subjects they have failed or the ones 

they have succeeded. This mere rehearsal of all subjects may undermine students’ motivation 

due to the deprivation of new and challenging tasks (Goos et al., 2013; Goos et al., 2021; Hong 

& Yu, 2008) 

In addition, by being retained, students are detached from their peer group, which could 

trigger a feeling of having failed, and lowering students’ motivation, engagement, and self-

esteem (Goos et al., 2013; Jimerson, 2001; Kretschmann et al., 2019; Martin, 2011; Van 

Canegem et al., 2021; Xiang & Chiu, 2022). Transitioning to a class with younger students 

may also lead to lower acceptance of retained students by their new classmates (Demanet & 

Van Houtte, 2016; Pagani et al., 2001; Wu et al., 2010). These two interconnected experiences 

are consequences of the stigma associated with grade retention and the label of ‘retainee’ that 

students might receive from the school community (Wu et al., 2010; Xiang & Chiu, 2022). 

Empirical studies considering students’ psychosocial functioning after being retained 

have been less consistent, suggesting either the benefits or adverse effects of grade retention 

on these outcomes (Goos et al., 2021; Jimerson, 2001; Valbuena et al., 2021). These different 

results are due to the nature of the psychosocial variable considered (Goos et al., 2021; Martin, 

2011; Van Canegem, 2021), the grade where retention occurred (Giano et al., 2022), whether 

the effects were assessed in short or longer term (Ehmke et al., 2010; Goos et al., 2013; 

Hwang & Cappella, 2018; Klapproth et al., 2016; Martin, 2011; Peixoto et al., 2016; Van 

Canegem et al., 2021; Wu et al., 2010), and whether a suitable comparison group of non-

retained students was established (Hong & Yu, 2008; Martin, 2011). 

In our study, we focused on grade retention effects in lower secondary education (i.e., 

grades 7 to 9), where the label of ‘retainee’ and the stigma associated with it may have more 

profound consequences (Demanet & Van Houtte, 2016; Giano et al., 2022; Mathys et al., 

2019). Additionally, and because relatively less attention has been paid to the impact of grade 

retention on students’ motivational orientations and self-esteem, despite playing a significant 

role in students’ functioning and learning (Martin, 2009, 2011), we included these psychosocial 

outcomes in our study as well. 
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 In Mathys et al. (2019) study, retained students’ self-esteem, meaning an overall 

evaluation of satisfaction with oneself (Peixoto & Almeida, 2010), when compared to a 

matched group of promoted students, was negatively affected by grade retention immediately 

after being retained (i.e., at the beginning of the school year). Similarly, in a cross-sectional 

study, Martin (2011) found that students with a history of grade retention showed lower self-

esteem levels in lower and upper secondary education compared to promoted students. Long-

term adverse effects of grade retention on students’ self-esteem were also found in the study 

of Hwang and Cappella (2018), who investigated the effects of grade retention in grades 1 and 

2 at the age of 14. In the Portuguese context, the cross-sectional study of Nascimento and 

Peixoto (2012) of 9th-grade students, and the longitudinal study of Peixoto et al. (2016), 

considering the retrospective history of grade retention of two cohorts of students from 5th and 

7th grades, found either no effects of grade retention on students’ self-esteem (Nascimento & 

Peixoto, 2012) or adverse effects before and after the students were retained (Peixoto et al., 

2016).  

For academic self-concept in lower secondary education, the results from Nascimento 

and Peixoto (2012), and Peixoto et al. (2016) clearly showed that retained students scored 

lower than non-retained or low-achieving students. Similar results were found in cross-

sectional studies investigating the impact of grade retention on students’ academic self-

concept in upper secondary education (Martin, 2011; Van Canegem et al., 2021). Longitudinal 

studies using a matched group of promoted students showed short-term benefits in grade 8 

students’ academic self-concept (Lamote et al., 2014) and math self-concept (Ehmke, 2010; 

Marsh et al., 2017), whereas in the study of Kretschmann et al. (2019) retained students in 6th 

grade revealed either lower German self-concept or equal levels of math self-concept when 

compared with promoted students during the retention year. However, these differential effects 

dissipated the year after retention (Klapproth et al., 2016; Kretschmann et al., 2019) and 

remained as students progressed (Lamote et al., 2014; Marsh et al., 2017).  

 The effects of grade retention on students’ goal orientations, understood as the 

students’ reasons for engaging in academic-related activities (Anderman & Johnson, 2002), 

have been so far understudied. However, the few studies addressing this motivational 

approach systematically showed that retained students presented lower levels of task 

orientation after being retained (Martin, 2009; Nascimento & Peixoto, 2012; Peixoto et al., 

2016; Peixoto et al., 2017). In addition, Kretschmann et al.’s (2019) study showed that students 

are less task-oriented even before being retained. Task orientation is considered the most 

valuable goal orientation since it is defined by the goal of engaging in an academic task for 

learning and gaining competence instead of an external reward (Anderman & Johnson, 2002; 

Skaalvik, 1997), and it is closely linked with achievement (Kaplan & Maher, 2007; Skaalvik, 

1997). In line with this, retained students presented higher levels of avoidance orientation 
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(Nascimento & Peixoto, 2012; Peixoto et al., 2016), meaning that retained students are more 

oriented to avoiding learning situations (Skaalvik, 1997). Regarding the goal orientations of 

engaging in learning activities to outperform others and to demonstrate competence over 

others (i.e., ego orientations; Anderman & Johnson, 2002; Kaplan & Maher, 2007; Skaalvik, 

1997), studies have shown no differences between retained and promoted students either 

before (Kretschmann et al., 2019) or after being retained (Nascimento & Peixoto, 2012; Peixoto 

et al., 2016). 

 

The Effects of Grade Retention on Students’ School Career 

 Investigating the impact of grade retention on students’ later school career provides 

critical information regarding the long-lasting effects of grade retention. It contributes to 

unravelling its economic and social costs. Retained students have often revealed negative 

educational trajectories (Goos et al., 2021; Valbuena et al., 2021). Particularly, grade retention 

has been consistently associated with high-school dropout, being among one of its highest risk 

factors (Gubbels et al., 2019; Mendez et al., 2015).  

 The effects of grade retention on later retention have been investigated to a lesser 

extent. Generally, it is believed that teachers tend to retain students only once to avoid 

exacerbating the age gap between retained students and their classmates (Moser et al., 2012; 

Nunes et al., 2018). Nevertheless, although it may apply to primary education (Moser et al., 

2012; Goos et al., 2013; Nunes et al., 2018), some studies showed that grade retention is 

associated with an increased likelihood of being retained in secondary education (Geng & 

Rockoff, 2017; Mendes et al., 2015).  

 

Grade Retention in Portugal 

The Portuguese education system comprises 12 years of compulsory education 

(Eurydice, 2022) and is organised in basic (grades 1 to 9) and secondary education (grades 

10 to 12). Basic education is divided into three consecutive cycles: the first cycle lasts from 

grades 1 to 4, the second from grades 5 and 6, and the third from grades 7 to 9. Basic 

education is uniform in structure (Dupriez et al., 2008) since these cycles share a common 

core curriculum, whereas secondary education requires vocational choices (European 

Commission, 2020).  

According to Dupriez et al. (2008), educational systems with a uniform structure face 

greater challenges in dealing with students’ heterogeneity in terms of academic competencies. 

Thus, one of the strategies used more often is grade retention. The Portuguese legislation 

presently states that grade retention should be only used as an ‘exceptional measure’ when 

promoting the student to the next grade compromises the acquisition of new learnings (Decree-

Law no. 55/2018, 2018). The current legislation is similar to that in force at the start of the data 
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collection for this study (2012/2013 school year) (Conselho Nacional de Educação [CNE], 

2015). At that time, grade retention was already considered an exceptional measure with a 

pedagogical purpose, and its application was mainly based on students’ achievement: 

students were retained when their grade marks were below 3 (on a scale from 1 to 5) in three 

school subjects (e.g., Portuguese, Math, and another compulsory subject; CNE, 2015). 

Despite this recommendation, grade retention was a relatively common practice, especially in 

the third cycle of basic education, where the grade retention rates were around 16% during 

the school year 2012/2013 (CNE, 2020). However, most recent statistics show a downward 

trend, with a 6% rate recorded for the 2018/2019 school year. Considering the international 

context, recent data shows that Portuguese retention rates are still among the highest of the 

European countries (OECD, 2020): in the 2018 cycle of the Programme for International 

Student Assessment (PISA), 27% of 15-year-old students reported having been retained at 

least once during their school career. A number largely above the OECD average of 11% 

(European Commission, 2020; OECD, 2020).  

In summary, despite the exceptionality feature ascribed to grade retention and the 

downward tendency, schools and teachers continue to rely on grade retention as a tool to deal 

with students’ heterogeneity and low achievement. In addition, these rates may reflect a 

positive belief shared by educators of the benefits of grade retention on the one hand and the 

difficulty in finding alternative tools and measures to avoid grade retention on the other 

(European Commission, 2020; Goos et al., 2021; Santos et al., 2023). 

 

The Present Study  

Considering the literature review presented above, this study was grounded on three 

primary considerations: a) the established relationship between grade retention and 

psychosocial variables; b) the higher retention rates observed in the Portuguese context; and 

c) the need for studies using high-quality methods to model grade retention effects, especially 

using Portuguese data. Therefore, we investigated grade retention effects, considering its 

time-varying nature (Vandecandelaere et al., 2016), on the development of academic self-

concept, self-esteem, and goal orientations during lower secondary education (i.e., grades 7 

to 9), for students who were: (a) continuously promoted, (b) retained in 7th grade, or (c) 

retained in 8th grade. 

Secondly, and using a smaller sample of students who were followed during their 

secondary education (i.e., from 9th grade to 12th grade), we aimed to investigate the 

longitudinal effects of grade retention, considering students’ school career through subsequent 

grade retention. In addition, we explored the long-term effects of grade retention, assessing 

the psychosocial outcomes three years after the third wave of data collection. This aim was 

considered only in exploratory terms, given the small number of observations. 
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We expected that, on average, Portuguese retained students would not benefit from 

grade retention, based on previous literature using a similar methodological approach in 

different samples (Hwang & Cappella, 2018; Klapproth et al., 2016; Kretschmann et al., 2019; 

Lamote et al., 2014). More specifically, we expected that students would decline their self-

concept, self-esteem and motivation before being retained. This decline would persist or 

stabilise over the years, over and above the eventual short-term gains explained by the big-

fish-little pond effect. In addition, we expected detrimental effects of grade retention on retained 

students’ school career through subsequent retention, as previously described (Geng & 

Rockoff, 2017; Mendes et al., 2015). 

 

Method 

Participants 

The data of the current study were taken from a 3-year longitudinal research project 

(2012/2013–2014/2015), studying the development of affective components of learning in two 

cohorts of 1807 middle school students, attending the 5th and 7th grade (at the beginning of 

the project), in 12 schools in the Lisbon region. Data were collected once every year in the 

middle of the school year (March-May), resulting in three waves of data collection (Y1 to Y3). 

Four hundred and forty-eight students were excluded from this study either because they were 

absent on the first data collection or had already repeated a year in school, which would have 

challenged the disentanglement of grade retention effects. 

For this study, we relied on data from the 7th grade students’ cohort (N = 552). Students 

who were absent during the second and third measurement points or moved to a different 

school were considered dropouts and thus excluded from the analysis (n = 75). As a result, 

the final sample comprised 477 students, aged 12.35 on average (SD = 0.55) in Y1 (7th grade), 

of whom 48% were boys. Regarding grade retention, 33 students were retained in 7th grade, 

and 40 were retained in 8th grade. No differences between dropout and participating students 

were found in most background variables (i.e., gender, parental education, and school context) 

except for students’ age, t(545) = 2.71, p = 0.007. These differences are, however, small: the 

mean age for dropout students was 13.56 and for participating students was 13.35, as 

mentioned above. 

Additionally, in the 2017/2018 school year, a smaller study with a new wave of data 

collection (W4) was conducted when students were between the 10th and 12th grades (i.e., 

three years after Y3). Data in all four measurement points were available for 31 students (11 

retained; 18 boys) attending five schools. This low participation rate may be attributed to the 

time gap between Y3 and W4 data collection points and student mobility since students often 

change schools after the 9th grade. As such, measurements for this data point were only 

analysed in exploratory terms. 
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Measures 

Independent Variable 

Grade Retention. Grade retention was obtained every year from school records and 

was operationalised as 0 = student was not retained and 1 = student was retained. Based on 

this information, for the outcome analyses, students were assigned to one of three groups (1 

= never retained, 2 = retained in 7th grade, 3 = retained in 8th grade).  

 

Outcome Variables 

Self-concept and Self-esteem. Students’ academic self-concept, self-esteem and 

importance attributed to academic self-concept were measured using the Self-concept and 

Self-esteem Scale for Adolescents (Peixoto & Almeida, 2010). This scale consists of 51 items 

distributed across ten subscales, assessing nine specific academic and non-academic 

domains of self-concept and self-esteem. Academic self-concept was derived from three 

dimensions, where students were asked to rate, on a 4-point response scale, their: (a) 

academic competence (e.g., “Some students are fast in doing their schoolwork), (b) language 

competence (e.g., “Some students find it very easy to write”), and (c) math competence (e.g., 

“Some students feel they are good at math”). Self-esteem (e.g., “Some students are happy 

with themselves most of the time”) and importance attributed to academic self-concept (e.g., 

“Some students believe that it is important to be a good student”) were also assessed using a 

4-point response scale. Scores in each subscale were averaged; thus, higher scores refer to 

higher academic self-concept, self-esteem and importance attributed to academic self-

concept. Reliability, assessed through Cronbach’s alpha, showed adequate internal 

consistency in all dimensions and all data collection points, ranging from  = 0.78 for 

importance attributed to academic self-concept in Y1 and  = 0.87 for academic self-concept 

in Y3. 

Goal Orientations. Students’ achievement goal orientations were assessed using the 

Goal Orientations Scale (Pipa et al., 2016), measuring through 24 items and on a 4-point 

response scale, four types of goal orientations within the academic context: (a) task orientation 

(e.g., “For some students, it is important to learn new things at school”), (b) self-enhancing ego 

orientation (e.g., “Some students always try to do better than their classmates“), (c) self-

defeating ego orientation (e.g., “In class, some students try not to make a fool of themselves 

when the teacher asks questions”), and (d) avoidance orientation (e.g., “At school, some 

students like to do as little as possible“). Cronbach’s alpha ranged from 0.78 in task orientation 

at Y1 and 0.91 in self-defeating orientation at Y3, revealing good internal consistency of these 

measures. Scores on each dimension were also averaged, and higher scores represented 

higher levels in each goal orientation. 
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Covariates 

Students’ Gender. Gender was operationalised as a dichotomous variable where 0 = 

female and 1= male. 

Students’ Age. Students provided their age at the time of data collection. 

Parental Education. Students were asked to provide information regarding their 

mother and father’s highest level of education. Parental education resulted from averaging 

both scores. 

Students’ Achievement. We used information regarding students’ school marks in 

Portuguese and Math subjects each year. School marks in each school term were obtained 

from students’ records and averaged, ranging between 1 and 5.  

School Retention Composition. The proportion of existing retained students in each 

school was obtained through official records every year (Ministério da Educação/Direcção 

Geral de Educação, n.d.). 

Students’ Math Reasoning. In Y1, students’ math reasoning was measured by asking 

the students to complete a series of 24 sequences (Almeida & Lemos, 2007). Students 

received 1 point for each correct answer, and scores were summed to obtain an index for math 

reasoning. The internal consistency for this measure was  = 0.89. 

 

Procedures 

Data Collection 

Schools from the Lisbon area were contacted to be part of the research project. The 

project and its procedures were reviewed and approved by the Directorate-General of 

Education. Parental consent was required for participation, and students’ assent was obtained. 

Students were informed about the aims of the study, and confidentiality was assured. Trained 

researchers administered the outcome measures in a classroom session and other measures 

relevant to the broader study. Data collection occurred every year, between March and May, 

except for grade retention and achievement measures, which were retrieved from students’ 

records during and at the final of the school year. 

For collecting the fourth measurement point, schools were again contacted and asked 

to participate in this data collection process. A new parental consent was sent to students’ 

parents, and assent from participating students was obtained. This smaller study was also 

approved by the Directorate-General of Education and, internally, by the Institutional Ethical 

Committee (D/011/01/2019). 

 

Data Analysis 

Handling Missing Data. The mean level of missing information in the original sample 

for both covariates and outcome variables was 2.5%, ranging from 0.42% to 8%. To overcome 
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this issue, and since the propensity score technique requires completed datasets, we imputed 

missing information through Multiple Imputation by Chained Equation Modelling using the 

MICE package in R (van Buuren & Groothuis-Oudshoorn, 2011). Using this procedure, we 

generated five complete datasets (10 predictive model iterations per dataset). Subsequent 

analyses were executed in each imputed dataset, and estimates were then pooled (Rubin, 

1987). 

Group Comparison Strategy. In this study, we aimed to estimate the effects of an 

intervention: grade retention. This is particularly challenging for ethical reasons since randomly 

assigning students to grade retention, and a promotion group is unfeasible. Thus, to counter 

selection bias and produce reliable estimates for treatment effects, researchers have 

recommended using quasi-experimental methods over regression modelling (Allen et al., 

2009; Austin, 2011; Goos et al., 2021). This approach is critical when the treatment (i.e., 

retention) is most likely applied to students with low achievement characteristics (Allen et al., 

2009; Austin, 2011; Goos et al., 2021; Kretschmann et al., 2019). Following this 

recommendation, we used propensity score methods (Austin, 2011) to reduce bias between 

retained and promoted students in pre-treatment covariates. 

Among the different propensity score methods, we chose inverse probability treatment 

weighting with time-varying treatments (Austin & Stuart, 2015; Vandecandelaere et al., 2016), 

given that (as the name of the method implies) it allows considering the time-varying nature of 

the treatment- that is, the fact that students could be retained at two-time points. This method 

also potentiates the use of all observations by weighting subjects according to the group that 

they represent, where treatment subjects receive a weight of 1 and control subjects are 

weighted by the inverse of the probability of receiving the treatment (Austin & Stuart, 2015; 

van der Wal & Geskus, 2011). Balance in weighting treated and comparison subjects across 

covariates was achieved when: (a) standardised mean differences in the covariates were 

below 0.25, (b) when variance ratios were between 0 and 2, and (c) graphical inspection 

revealed no major concerns (Stuart, 2010; Vandecandelaere et al., 2016). Since students were 

retained at different time points, the balance between the groups was checked at Y1 for 

promoted and 7th grade repeaters, and at Y1 and Y2 for promoted and 8th grade repeaters 

(Vandecandelaere et al., 2016). 

Regarding the covariates used to assess the balance between treated and comparison 

subjects, we choose variables that were either associated with the treatment or the outcomes 

(Allen et al., 2009; Kretschmann et al., 2019). Specifically, we adjusted for differences in 14 

variables, including students’ background variables (i.e., age, gender, parental highest 

educational level, math reasoning), school characteristics (i.e., school retention composition), 

and baseline measures in the outcome variables. The selection of these variables was 
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theoretically and empirically based (e.g., Demanet & Van Houtte, 2016; Klapproth & Schaltz, 

2015; Kretschmann et al., 2019; Nunes et al., 2018; Pereira & Reis, 2014).  

The steps for establishing the comparison group were based on Vandecandelaere et 

al. (2016) and were as follows. First, we fit a logistic regression estimating the probability of 

being retained at Y1 as a function of pre-treatment covariates. This step allowed us to consider 

only at-risk students with some probability of being retained and avoid overweighting (Austin 

& Stuart, 2015). Thus, we restricted our analytic sample to those students with at least a 1% 

probability of being retained. We also inspected the results by increasing the cut-off probability. 

However, they remained virtually the same whether we used a 1% or 5% probability of being 

retained, as per Vandecandelaere et al. (2016). After, we applied the inverse probability 

treatment weighting using the ipw package in R (van der Wal & Geskus, 2011) and assessed 

the balance between the groups, as previously described, using the probabilities obtained from 

the logistic regression. The weights obtained were considered in the outcome analyses. 

Outcome Analysis. Outcome analyses were based on a same-age comparison, 

where retained students were compared to their 7th grade classmates who were continuously 

promoted. To estimate the effects of grade retention on the outcomes, we intended to use 

multilevel models, given the multilevel nature of the data, where students are nested within 

classes and schools (Marsh, 2016). However, due to the number of observations in the 

different levels of the data (students and schools), it was not warranted to use multilevel 

models. Inspection of the intraclass correlation coefficient revealed low variance between 

schools, ranging between 0 and 10% for the different outcomes. As such, a weighted 

regression model was computed for each outcome, with the wave (i.e., Y1 to Y3) and the 

students grouping variable (i.e., promoted students, 7th grade and 8th grade repeaters) as 

categorical variables, as well as the interaction between both. In addition, we followed Stuart’s 

(2010) recommendation and incorporated variables in the regression models used in the 

weighting procedure to reduce the minor differences that could have remained after the 

weighting. All variables were grand mean-centred prior to modelling.  

 Considering W4 outcomes, we conducted a logistic regression model to explore 

students’ school career (i.e., subsequent grade retention) and one regression model for each 

outcome variable to estimate the long-term effects of grade retention. Given the limited number 

of observations, we did not include any additional covariates in these models.  

 

Results 

Group Balance 

Before conducting the outcome analysis, selection bias in the background variables 

and baseline measures of the outcomes was inspected through inverse probability treatment 

weighting with time-varying treatments. The analyses showed that a better balance would be 
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achieved after applying the cut-off of 1% probability of being retained, reducing our 

observations to 85 promoted students, 33 retained students in 7th grade and 32 retained 

students in 8th grade. Our analytical sample was then comprised of 150 retained and promoted 

students. Table 1 presents descriptive statistics for the background variables at Y1 and the 

outcome variables during the first three years of data collection (Y1 to Y3). Table 2 shows the 

standardised mean differences (SMD) between the promoted and retention groups. 

Considering pre-retention (i.e., Y1) differences between promoted students and 

retained students in 7th grade, larger differences before weighting in the background variables 

were observed in parental education (d = -0.87), math reasoning (d = -0.80), Portuguese 

achievement (d = -1.75), and math achievement (d = -1.56). After weighting, the SMD was 

successfully reduced in most variables, ranging between 0.05 and 0.21. The exception were 

parental education (d = 0.39) and students’ age (d = -0.30), which remained imbalanced after 

weighting. Regarding baseline measures in the outcome variables before weighting, the major 

differences were found in academic self-concept (d = -1.08) and task orientation (d = -0.52). 

After weighting, these differences and the differences in the remaining baseline variables were 

substantially reduced, with all SMD below 0.25. 

Comparing promoted and retained students in 8th grade achieved virtually the same 

results. In parental education, the SMD before weighting (d = -0.64 in Y1 and d = -0.65 in Y2) 

remained imbalanced after weighting in Y1 (d = 0.61), but in Y2, the balance was achieved (d 

= -0.05). For Portuguese achievement, the differences also remained slightly imbalanced after 

weighting (d = 0.33 for Y1 and d = 0.39 for Y2). However, it should be mentioned that before 

weighting, the differences were above 1; thus, we reduced these differences substantially with 

weighting. For math reasoning and math achievement, the SMD before weighting was 

considerably large (d = -0.52 in Y1 and Y2 for math reasoning; d = -1.42 in Y1 and d = -1.28 

in Y2 for math achievement). Weighting allowed us to reduce these differences successfully 

(d = 0.25 in Y1 and d =-0.12 in Y2 for math reasoning; d = 0.04 in Y1 and d = 0.05 in Y2 for 

math achievement). In the remaining background variables, the differences before weighing 

were already below 0.25 and remained virtually the same or smaller after weighing. Finally, 

considering the outcome measures, larger SMD before weighting were found in academic self-

concept (d = -0.81 in Y1 and d =-1.19 in Y2), in task orientation (d = -0.59 in Y2) and self-

enhancing orientation (d = 0.34 in Y1). After weighting, all these SMD were below 0.25 (d = 

0.23 in academic self-concept; d = 0.10 in task orientation; d = -0.08 in self-enhancing 

orientation). Differences in the other outcome measures were already below 0.25 before 

weighting and remained below that threshold. 

 

 



 125 

Table 1 

Descriptive Statistics for the Variables Under Study  

Variable 
 Promoted Retained 7th Retained 8th 

Year M SD M SD M SD 

Background variables Y1        

Boys  48%  52%  56%  

Age  12.40 0.63 12.60 0.75 2.30 0.47 

Parental education  10.30 2.78 8.45 2.76 8.03 3.50 

Math reasoning  13.30 4.83 11.70 4.79 11.80 4.58 

School retention composition  26.70 11.1 27.80 10.6 29.80 12.3 

Portuguese achievement  2.49 0.53 2.21 0.42 2.34 0.48 

Math achievement  2.24 0.48 2.15 0.51 2.22 0.42 

Outcome variables        

Academic self-concept 1 2.11 0.35 2.00 0.42 2.05 0.39 

 2 2.12 0.38 2.19 0.34 1.93 0.29 

 3 2.13 0.36 2.27 0.36 2.10 0.31 

Self-esteem 1 2.48 0.55 2.40 0.48 2.40 0.46 

 2 2.56 0.44 2.55 0.42 2.50 0.40 

 3 2.52 0.46 2.56 0.38 2.53 0.43 

Importance academic  

self-concept 

1 2.20 0.26 2.15 0.28 2.24 0.21 

2 2.12 0.26 2.12 0.23 2.16 0.20 

3 2.08 0.26 2.06 0.21 2.10 0.25 

Task orientation 1 2.67 0.37 2.56 0.37 2.77 0.36 

 2 2.60 0.38 2.55 0.38 2.52 0.29 

 3 2.53 0.36 2.51 0.34 2.54 0.37 

Self-enhancing orientation 1 2.39 0.53 2.30 0.53 2.40 0.48 

 2 2.17 0.49 2.12 0.60 2.20 0.45 

 3 2.19 0.47 2.18 0.48 2.25 0.61 

Self-defeating orientation 1 2.13 0.60 2.16 0.62 2.19 0.62 

 2 2.05 0.61 1.88 0.56 2.02 0.64 

 3 1.99 0.65 1.98 0.63 1.98 0.60 

Avoidance orientation 1 2.14 0.50 2.13 0.51 2.04 0.46 

 2 2.25 0.50 2.08 0.48 2.25 0.38 

 3 2.32 0.48 2.27 0.53 2.28 0.38 
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Table 2 

Standardized Mean Differences Before and After Weighting  

 Promoteda Vs.Retained 7thb Y1 Promoted Vs. Retained 8thc Y1 Promoted Vs. Retained 8thc Y2 

 Before weighting After weighting Before weighting After weighting Before weighting After weighting 

Boys 0.08 0.08 0.10 -0.16 0.10 -0.00 

Age 0.35 -0.30 -0.15 0.13 -0.17 0.14 

Parental education -0.87 0.39 -0.64 0.61 -0.65 -0.05 

Math reasoning -0.80 0.09 -0.52 0.25 -0.52 -0.12 

School 

retentioncomposition 

0.01 -0.17 0.23 -0.29 0.23 -0.26 

Portuguese achievment -1.75 0.21 -1.07 0.33 -1.40 0.39 

Math achievement -1.56 0.05 -1.42 0.04 -1.28 0.05 

Academic self-concept -1.08 0.08 -0.81 0.23 -1.19 0.23 

Self-esteem -0.33 -0.02 -0.24 0.20 -0.14 0.12 

Importance academic self-

concep 

-0.48 0.25 -0.01 -0.18 -0.16 -0.10 

Task orientation -0.52 0.10 0.01 -0.16 -0.59 0.10 

Self-enhancing orientation -0.18 0.16 0.06 -0.10 -0.08 -0.27 

Self-defeating orientation 0.13 0.08 0.34 -0.08 0.17 -0.05 

Avoidance orientation 0.26 0.09 -0.04 0.14 0.40 -0.09 

Note. an = 85, bn = 33, cn = 32. Negative standardized mean differences indicate lower scores for retained students 
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Grade Retention Effects  

 Concerning our first aim of investigating the effects of grade retention on the assessed 

psychosocial variables over three school years, several regression models were computed. 

The results are presented in Table 3 and illustrated in Figure 1. First, considering students’ 

self-concept and self-esteem development, the results showed that promoted students 

presented higher academic self-concept levels before any retention groups were retained (Y1). 

Nonetheless, we observed an increase in academic self-concept for students retained in 7th 

grade over the years, reaching statical significance in Y3 (b = 0.20, SE = 0.09, p = 0.030). As 

Figure 1a shows, this group of students substantially increased their perception of academic 

competence during the retention year (Y2) and maintained this trajectory the following year. 

The group of retained students in 8th grade presented lower levels of academic self-concept 

either before or after being retained (see Figure 1a); however, these differences were not 

statistically significant. For self-esteem, promoted and retained students presented similar and 

stable trajectories across the years (see Figure 1b). Considering students’ importance 

attributed to academic self-concept, a slight decline was observed for promoted students over 

the years (b = -0.09, SE = 0.04, p = 0.004 for Y2, and b = -0.10, SE = 0.04, p = 0.004 for Y3). 

For the retention groups, the results were not statistically significant, yet, as Figure 1c shows, 

these groups of students also presented downward trajectories, which seemed to stabilise 

after retention occurred (i.e., from Y2 onwards). 

Concerning students’ development of goal orientations, all the groups have declined 

their task orientation from Y1 to Y2 (see Figure 1d), but this was only significant for promoted 

students (b = -0.09, SE = 0.04, p = 0.043). After Y2, the task orientation of promoted and 

retained students in 8th grade remained stable. In contrast, retained students in 7th grade 

slightly declined their task orientation in the year after the retention year (Y3), as shown in 

Figure 1d, although these differences were not significant. For self-enhancing orientation, a 

steeper decline was found from Y1 to Y2, but again, this decline was only statistically significant 

for promoted students (b = -0.26, SE = 0.06, p < 0.001). In Y3, both retained students in 7th 

grade and promoted students slightly recovered their levels of self-enhancing orientation, but 

without reaching Y1 levels. This effect was, however, only significant for promoted students (b 

= -0.16, SE = 0.06, p = 0.015; see Figure 1e). Considering self-defeating orientation, promoted 

students were engaged in a downward trajectory from Y1, reaching significance levels at Y3 

(b = -0.17, SE = 0.03, p = 0.004). Retained students in 8th grade presented higher levels of 

this orientation; however, they also engaged in a downward trajectory during the year of the 

retention decision and the year after. A steeper decline was observed in retained students in 

7th grade (see Figure 1f) from the year of the retention decision (Y1) to the retention year (Y2). 

Moreover, this group of students slightly increase their self-defeating orientation in Y3, 

reaching the same levels as the other groups. These differences were, nonetheless, 
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nonsignificant. Finally, for avoidance orientation, a similar upward trajectory was found for 

promoted and retained students in 8th grade from Y1 to Y3, reaching significance in Y3 for 

promoted students (b = 0.13, SE = 0.05, p = 0.013). In addition, avoidance orientation of 

retained students in 7th grade was maintained during the retention year; however, in the year 

after, a steeper increase, although nonsignificant, was observed for this group, as shown in 

Figure 1g. 

 

Figure 1 

Graphical Illustration of the Development of the Outcomes over Time for Promoted Students, 

Retained Students in 7th Grade and Retained Students in 8th Grade 
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Figure 1 (continued.) 
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Table 3 

Regression Coefficients of Grade Retention on Psychosocial Outcomes 

 Promoted Retained 7th    Retained 8th 

 Y1 Y2 Y3 Y1 Y2 Y3 Y1 Y2 Y3 

Academic self-concept  2.13*** 

(0.06) 

-0.01 

(0.05) 

0.01 

(0.08) 

-0.08 

(0.08) 

0.16 

(0.09) 

0.20* 

(0.09) 

-0.09 

(0.08) 

-0.03 

(0.08) 

-0.02 

(0.08) 

Self-esteem 2.50*** 

(0.05) 

0.08 

(0.05) 

0.02 

(0.06) 

-0.02 

(0.10) 

-0.03 

(0.11) 

0.07 

(0.13) 

-0.10 

(0.10) 

0.01 

(0.10) 

0.13 

(0.10) 

Importance self-concept 2.20*** 

(0.03) 

-0.08** 

(0.03) 

-0.10** 

(0.03) 

-0.07 

(0.06) 

0.08 

(0.06) 

0.02 

(0.07) 

0.05 

(0.05) 

-0.02 

(0.06) 

-0.03 

(0.06) 

Task orientation 2.67*** 

(0.04) 

-0.09* 

(0.04) 

-0.08 

(0.06) 

-0.04 

(0.09) 

-0.03 

(0.10) 

-0.09 

(0.11) 

0.05 

(0.08) 

-0.09 

(0.09) 

-0.06 

(0.10) 

Self-enhancing orientation 2.40*** 

(0.05) 

-0.25*** 

(0.06) 

-0.16* 

(0.06) 

-0.05 

(0.12) 

-0.01 

(0.13) 

-0.02 

(0.15) 

0.01 

(0.10) 

0.08 

(0.11) 

-0.06 

(0.12) 

Self-defeating orientation 2.12*** 

(0.05) 

-0.07 

(0.05) 

-0.17** 

(0.06) 

0.01 

(0.14) 

-0.22 

(0.16) 

-0.01 

(0.16) 

0.14 

(0.11) 

-0.09 

(0.12) 

-0.14 

(0.12) 

Avoidance orientation 2.12*** 

(0.05) 

0.11 

(0.05) 

0.13 

(0.05) 

-0.02 

(0.12) 

-0.08 

(0.11) 

0.14 

(0.13) 

-0.02 

(0.10) 

0.06 

(0.11) 

0.08 

(0.10) 

Note. Standard errors are in parenthesis. Y1 = 7th-grade, the year of retention decision for 7th-grade repeaters; Y2 = 8th-grade for promoted 

students, the retention year for 7th-grade repeaters, the year of retention decision for 8th-grade repeaters; Y3 = 9th-grade for promoted students, 

the year after the retention year for 7th-grade repeaters, the retention year for 8th-grade repeaters  

*p < .05, ***p < .001, **p < .01
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Concerning our second exploratory goal of investigating the longitudinal effects of 

grade retention, the results regarding students’ school career showed that being retained did 

not increase the likelihood of subsequent grade retention (b = 1.15, SE = 0.94, p = 0.220).  In 

addition, considering the long-term effects of grade retention, as seen in Table 4, regression 

analyses showed nonsignificant effects of grade retention on W4 outcomes despite the 

negative estimates observed.  

 

Table 4 

Means, Standard Deviations, and Regression Coefficients for the Longitudinal (W4) Effects 

of Grade Retention   

 Promoted Students a Retained students b  

 M SD M SD b 

Academic self-concept 2.96 0.49 2.68 0.35 -0.28 (0.17) 

Self-esteem 3.08 0.54 2.77 0.65 -0.30 (0.22) 

Importance academic 

self-concept 

3.30 0.72 3.12 0.35 -0.18 (0.23) 

Task orientation 3.38 0.48 3.18 0.48 -0.19 (0.18) 

Self-enhancing 

orientation 

2.39 0.75 2.25 0.35 -0.14 (0.24) 

Self-defeating orientation 1.78 0.67 2.27 0.98 0.49 (0.23) 

Avoidance orientation 2.02 0.66 2.21 0.51 0.20 (0.23) 

Note. a n = 20, b n=11, standard errors are in parenthesis 

 

Discussion 

Effects of Grade Retention on Students’ Psychosocial and School Career Outcomes 

 This study investigated the effects of grade retention in lower secondary education on 

psychosocial outcomes across three school years by employing matching procedures through 

inverse probability treatment weighting with time-varying treatments (Austin & Stuart, 2015; 

Vandecandelaere et al., 2016). Our approach allowed us to reduce pre-retention differences 

between promoted and retained students and followed the recommendations of previous 

meta-analysis (Allen et al., 2009; Goos et al., 2021) of using quasi-experimental methods to 

provide more solid conclusions regarding grade retention effectiveness. Moreover, only a few 

studies considered the natural history of grade retention (Vandecandelaere et al., 2016) by 

estimating grade retention effects using time-varying estimates and, as such, this study adds 

to the body of literature claiming the importance of considering the time varying-nature of grade 

retention (Moser et al., 2012; Valbuena et al., 2021; Vandecandelaere et al., 2026). In addition, 
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our waves of data collection allowed us to investigate the effects on students’ self-concept, 

self-esteem and goal orientations after retention has occurred and to consider the period 

before retention, as suggested by Kretschmann et al. (2019). Finally, this study also explored 

the long-term effects of grade retention on students’ psychosocial variables and school career, 

considering students’ further grade retention. The design of this study, along with its outcomes, 

remained understudied in Portugal, a country with a considerable culture of grade retention, 

especially in secondary education (CNE, 2020).  

  Concerning the results before retention, i.e., Y1 for 7th grade repeaters and Y2 for 8th 

grade repeaters, our results challenge the idea that the threat of grade retention would 

motivate students to work harder (Belot & Vandenberghe, 2014). As predicted, retained 

students scored lower on most of the self-perception and motivational variables before being 

retained, corroborating the findings from Kretschmann et al. (2019) study, which found more 

significant differences between retained and promoted students before retention occurred. In 

addition, as posited by Kretschmann et al. (2019), these findings reveal that students, by 

anticipating the possibility of grade retention, may engage in negative self-judgments, including 

the feeling of failure, even before being retained. This finding adds to previous studies, which 

stated that students could experience feelings of having failed after being retained (Alexander 

et al., 2003; Goos et al., 2013; Jimerson, 2001; Kretschmann et al., 2019; Martin, 2011; Van 

Canegem et al., 2021; Xiang & Chiu, 2022).  

 As hypothesized, the results referring to the trajectories of students’ self-esteem and 

goal orientations did not reveal statistical differences between retained students and their at-

risk promoted peers. Instead, in most of these outcomes, both retained and promoted students 

showed similar trajectories across three school years. These findings support the results from 

previous studies using matching methods (e.g., Hwang & Cappella, 2018; Klapproth et al., 

2016; Kretschmann et al., 2019) providing little support for the ‘gift of time’ idea in respect of 

grade retention. Together, these results suggest that retained students do not benefit from 

grade retention in the sense that they would have developed equally their self-esteem and 

motivational orientations had they been promoted instead of being retained (Hwang & 

Cappella, 2018; Klapproth et al., 2016; Kretschmann et al., 2019; Lamote et al., 2014; Martin, 

2011).  Additionally, we observed either a downward or a low and stable trajectory in self-

esteem, the importance attributed to academic self-concept, and goal orientations for both 

groups of students. These results, along with the upward trajectory in avoidance orientation, 

suggest that students may continuously devalue academic-related tasks to avoid failure and 

protect their feelings of self-worth (Nascimento & Peixoto, 2012; Peixoto et al., 2016; Peixoto 

et al., 2017).  

 Conversely, our study showed a positive grade retention effect on students’ self-

concept for the group of 7th grade repeaters. This result could be explained by the big-fish-
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little-pond effect, in which retained students’ self-perception of competence benefits from grade 

retention (Marsh, 2016; Marsh et al., 2017; Marsh et al., 2008) because of the change of 

reference group to younger and less experienced classmates. On the other hand, the group of 

8th grade repeaters showed consistently lower levels of academic self-concept. One 

explanation for these differences may be that 7th grade repeaters attribute their experience of 

unsuccess (grade retention) to external causes, i.e., the transition to a new cycle, which might 

attenuate the adverse effects of grade retention. However, it is worth noting that for all the 

variables considered, the scores of both groups of students are considerably low, especially 

in comparison with previous studies using similar Portuguese samples (e.g., Peixoto et al., 

2017). Thus, positive findings should be interpreted considering these low scores. 

In addition, as expected, the small benefits found for the retention group are short-lived 

since our long-term results did not reveal differences between retained and promoted students 

on the psychosocial variables assessed as students progressed to upper secondary 

education. This finding, despite being only exploratory, is in line with previous studies 

investigating the long-term effects of grade retention on students’ self-concept, self-esteem, 

and goal orientations, revealing, once more, that the positive effects of grade retention tend to 

vanish along the way (Goos et al., 2021; Hwang & Cappella, 2018; Jimerson, 2001; Martin, 

2011; Wu et al., 2010). 

Finally, contrary to our predictions, the results did not demonstrate that grade retention 

increases the chances of subsequent grade retention, as found in previous studies (Geng & 

Rockoff, 2017; Mendes et al., 2015). It should be mentioned, however, that these results refer 

to students’ upper secondary education, which has a different organisation and different grade 

retention standards and regulations. Based on this, we cannot advocate that grade retention 

prevents students’ from being further retained. Moreover, the low participation rate in this 

longitudinal study may provide useful insights regarding students’ school career. We 

hypothesise that, since grade retention is associated with an increase in students’ mobility to 

different schools or alternative school tracks (Geng & Rockoff, 2017; Goos et al., 2013; 

Mendez et al., 2015), it might be the case that students that were further retained changed 

schools between Y3 and W4. 

 

Limitations and Future Directions 

 Despite the contributions of this study, our findings must be interpreted in light of its 

limitations. First, our sample is considerably small, and thus, our findings should be 

generalised with caution. Also, the small sample size may have prevented us from reaching 

statistical significance in some results due to weak test power. Studies investigating grade 

retention often deal with sample size issues (e.g., Klapproth et al., 2016; Kretschmann et al., 

2019) because they focus on a specific group of students, which corresponds to a smaller 
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group of the school population. This issue is more relevant for longitudinal studies, given their 

increased odds of sample mortality and missing responses. 

 Second, some remarks regarding our measurement waves should be made. We 

collected information in the middle of the school year, which gives some advantages for pre-

treatment data (Kretschmann et al., 2019). However, we could not estimate the immediate 

short-term effects of grade retention, as in the study of Mathys et al. (2019), which collected 

data at the beginning of the retention year. In addition, we have different pre-retention and 

post-retention measurement points for the different groups of retained students, meaning that 

for 7th grade repeaters, we have one pre-retention measurement point and two post-retention 

measurement points, and for 8th grade repeaters, we have two pre-retention measurement 

points and only one post-retention measurement point. Finally, our long-term data has a time 

gap, which has prevented us from investigating grade retention effects in a unique model. 

Future studies should consider these design challenges to provide equal and continuous 

measurement points for each retention group. 

Third, in our study, we did our best to employ matching methods, as was highly 

recommended in previous reviews (Allen et al., 2009; Goos et al., 2021; Valbuena et al., 2021). 

However, we should acknowledge that the limited number of baseline variables and covariates 

collected hindered the matching of promoted and retained students and contributed to sample 

reduction. Collecting important information related to grade retention could be challenging for 

studies using original and longitudinal data, given the volume of the data needed (Goos et al., 

2021; Moser et al., 2012), but also given the sensitivity of the data (e.g., students’ household 

situation) to be collected. Nevertheless, we recognise that this method is preferable over an 

outcome analysis controlling for covariates (Austin & Stuart, 2015). Thus, future studies should 

focus on collecting comprehensive information about students' characteristics and contexts to 

increase the quality of the matching procedures. 

 A fourth limitation should be mentioned. We failed to employ multilevel models in our 

data analysis due to the small number of observations for each school. Since we are 

investigating a phenomenon within a school context, multilevel models would be highly 

advisable (Marsh, 2016). In addition, we could not investigate the effects of the school context, 

i.e., the proportion of repeaters in school, on the relationship between grade retention and 

psychosocial outcomes. Previous studies showed that school retention composition also 

affects students’ psychosocial outcomes (Demanet & Van Houtte, 2016; Hong & Yu, 2008; 

Pipa & Peixoto, 2022; Van Canegem et al., 2021); thus, we recommend future studies to 

consider this moderating variable when assessing grade retention effects.  

 Fifth and final, the findings of this study are explained by students’ feelings of having 

failed, the stigma associated with grade retention, and the increasing devaluation of academic-

related tasks and activities. However, to provide empirical support for these conceptions, we 
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advise future research to consider other psychosocial variables, such as students’ peer 

relationships (e.g., Demanet & Van Houtte, 2016; Pagani et al., 2001). In addition, we suggest 

considering collecting qualitative data through interviews with retained students to collect vivid 

information regarding their views and experiences of grade retention (Anderson et al., 2005; 

Santana, 2019).  

 

Conclusion 

 Based on the findings of this longitudinal study, which generally found negligible effects 

of grade retention, we do not support grade retention. As some authors have previously stated, 

given the economic, time, and societal costs of grade retention, studies must consistently find 

positive effects of this practice to consider it a potentially beneficial intervention for students 

(Allen et al., 2009; Jimerson, 2001; Goos et al., 2021; Valbuena et al., 2021). This was not the 

case in this study, nor the case of most high-quality studies, which tend to find null effects of 

grade retention (Allen et al., 2009; Goos et al., 2021; Valbuena et al., 2021). In addition, we 

can only recommend promoting students to the next grade level with additional intervention 

since at-risk promoted students also scored considerably low on psychosocial outcomes. 

Instead, we advocate for educators and policymakers to consider other interventions and 

practices for struggling students. A wide range of interventions and practices, such as parental 

engagement, parental engagement, reading interventions, increasing instructional time, peer 

or 1-to-1 tutoring, summer schools, or curriculum flexibility, are cost-effective in acting or 

preventing students’ learning difficulties (Higgins et al., 2022; Valbuena et al., 2021). In 

addition, and based on the findings of this study, interventions that consider students’ self-

concept and motivation should also be considered to prevent students from experiencing grade 

retention (Higgins et al., 2022; Smith et al., 2022). 
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6. General Discussion 

In this concluding Chapter, we summarise and discuss the main findings of this 

dissertation, bringing together the results of the empirical studies. After, we elaborate on the 

limitations of this work and provide suggestions for future research. Finally, implications for 

educational policy and practice are addressed.  

 

6.1. Main Research Findings 

In this dissertation, we investigated the effects of grade retention in Portuguese lower 

secondary education on the affective components of learning. Our main goals were to provide 

empirical evidence on 1) the effectiveness of grade retention through a meta-analysis (Study 

1, chapter 3) estimating the effects of grade retention on several academic and non-academic 

outcomes and considering several moderating variables; and 2) the effects of grade retention 

within the Portuguese context on the affective components of learning, through a retrospective 

cross-sectional study using a representative sample (Study 2, chapter 4), and a longitudinal 

study providing evidence on the short-medium-and long-term effects of grade retention (Study 

3, chapter 5).  

 Study 1 (chapter 3) reviewed 84 studies investigating grade retention's academic and 

non-academic effects. Our meta-analysis added to the previous reviews (Allen et al., 2009; 

Bright, 2011; Holmes, 1989; Holmes & Matthews, 1984; Jackson, 1975; Jimerson, 2001; 

Valbuena et al., 2021; Xia & Kirby, 2009) in that we integrate studies investigating primary and 

secondary grade retention; considering a variety of countries across the world; and using 

sound methods to estimate grade retention effects. In addition, we introduced several 

moderators to investigate whether grade retention effects differed according to several study, 

sample, and context characteristics. In line with Allen et al.’s (2009) review, we found an overall 

‘zero’ effect of grade retention. However, and most importantly, our review showed that grade 

retention seems to be more effective: a) in Education systems such as the United States that 

often couples grade retention with other interventions and support; b) considering psychosocial 

variables such as students’ academic behaviour, self-concept, etc.; c) in short-term; d) studies 

using same-grade comparison. On the other hand, grade retention seems least effective a) in 

countries with tracking systems, such as Belgium, Germany, or Luxembourg; b) in medium 

and long-term; and c) in studies using same-age comparison. Additionally, although not 

statistically significant, we found an overall negative effect size in studies considering 

Education systems with a uniform organisation, where Portugal is included (Dupriez et al., 

2008; Mons, 2007). Finally, studies falling into the category of psychosocial factors presented 

a great variety of psychosocial outcomes, from studies considering affective components and 

learning, such as self-concept, and motivational aspects (e.g., Ehmke et al., 2010, 2017; 
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Kretschmann et al., 2019; Mathys et al., 2019; Wu et al., 2010), to those considering juvenile 

crime and other behavioural conduct (e.g., Eren et al., 2017; Ӧzek, 2015).  

These latter two considerations inspired the remaining studies of this dissertation. 

Remarkably, little is known about the effects of grade retention on students’ sense of school 

belonging as a measure of students’ sense of identification with school (Finn, 1989; Voelkl, 

1996), as well as the effects of grade retention on students’ goal orientations (Peixoto et al., 

2016, 2017). Thus, in chapter 4, we presented a cross-sectional study using representative 

data of the Portuguese context – PISA 2018 – that estimated the effects of grade retention in 

grades 1 to 9 on 15-year-old students’ reading self-concept, goal orientations, school 

belonging, and school valuing. The results showed detrimental effects on students’ task 

orientation and sense of school belonging and valuing, findings that are in line with previous 

studies (Klapproth et al., 2016; Martin, 2011; OECD, 2019; Peixoto et al., 2016, 2017; Van 

Canegem et al., 2021, 2022b). After retention, students are detached from their peer group, 

which could trigger feelings of not being accepted, respected, or valued within their school 

community. Thus, from a social goal perspective (Wentzel, 2002) and the stage-environment 

fit framework (Eccles &b Midgley, 1989; Eccles et al., 1993), students would feel disengaged 

in contexts that fail to provide opportunities to establish and maintain personal relationships 

and when they feel a misfit between their personal needs and the educational environment 

offered by the school. Most notably, we found that in schools with a larger proportion of retained 

students, the whole student community showed lower self-concept in reading, task orientation 

and sense of school valuing. Moreover, promoted students are those more affected by the 

number of repeaters in school. These results stress that the adverse effects of grade retention 

extend to their classmates and the broader school community (Bietenbeck, 2014; Demanet & 

Van Houtte, 2013, 2016; Gottfried, 2013; Van Canegem et al., 2021). Nevertheless, this study's 

cross-sectional nature prevented us from drawing causal inferences regarding the effects of 

grade retention on these components and, what is more, disentangling the short vs long-term 

effects of retention. 

 In Study 3 (chapter 5), we addressed this limitation by conducting a longitudinal study 

investigating the effects of grade retention in lower secondary education on the trajectories of 

students’ academic self-concept, self-esteem, and goal orientations. In addition, we explored 

the long-term effects of retention on these components and students’ school career. Our 

findings did not mirror the idea that grade retention would motivate students to work harder 

(Belot & Vandenberghe, 2014; Dupriez et al., 2008; Hong & Raudenbush, 2005; Range et al., 

2012), given the lower levels of self-concept and goal orientations observed before retention 

in the groups of retained students (Kretschmann et al., 2019). Moreover, except for positive 

short-term effects found in academic self-concept (Hwang & Cappella, 2018; Jimerson, 2001; 

Marsh, 2016; Marsh et al., 2017; Marsh, Seaton, et al., 2008; Marsh, Trautwein, et al., 2008; 
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Martin, 2011; Wu et al., 2010), no significant differences were found between retained students 

across the years, suggesting that repeaters seemingly would have developed (at least) similar 

self-esteem and motivational orientations, if promoted instead of being retained (Hwang & 

Cappella, 2018; Klapproth et al., 2016; Kretschmann et al., 2019; Lamote et al., 2014; Martin, 

2011). The findings regarding students’ avoidance orientations also suggest that retained 

students may continuously devalue academic-related tasks to avoid failure and protect their 

feelings of self-worth (Covington, 2000; Nascimento & Peixoto, 2012; Peixoto et al., 2016, 

2017). Finally, our exploratory results did not reveal differences between retained and 

promoted students in subsequent grade retention. However, we hypothesised that this could 

also be due to effects on students’ school career via increased school mobility and enrolment 

in different school tracks (Geng & Rockoff, 2017; Goos, Van Damme, et al., 2013; Moser et 

al., 2012; Mendez et al., 2015). 

 Altogether, the results from the three empirical studies denote an overall null or 

negative effect of grade retention. In Study 1, we found an overall zero effect of grade retention 

across several academic and non-academic outcomes. Additionally, Studies 2 and 3 

addressing specific affective components of learning, roughly found negative to nonsignificant 

effects of grade retention on students’ goal orientations and school belonging and valuing. 

Thus, these findings do not support grade retention nor consider it an effective practice 

because, as claimed by several authors, a null effect regarding a measure that entails such 

high costs calls into question its effectiveness and its educational benefits (Allen et al., 2009; 

Jimerson, 2001; Valbuena et al., 2021; Xia & Kirby, 2009). 

 Several arguments are often raised to defend the application of retention (for an 

overview see chapter 1.1.). One of those arguments is that students would engage in more 

positive learning behaviours and work harder if they knew that grade retention could be a 

possible consequence of their academic failure (Dupriez et al., 2008; Belot & Vanderberghe, 

2014; Hong & Raudenbush, 2005; Range et al., 2012). This argument emerges from teachers’ 

beliefs that grade retention acts in students’ best interests and, thus, applied it as both a 

corrective and pedagogical measure (Alet et al., 2013; Santos et al., 2023). However, as the 

results from Study 3 indicated, students’ self-concept and goal orientations are already ‘at risk’ 

before being retained, as was also found in Kretschmann et al.’s (2019) study, which 

contradicts the idea that the threat of being retained would motivate students to academic 

performance. These results add to the few existing studies that consider motivational and other 

psychosocial variables as predictors of grade retention, such as students' self-concept (Ferrão, 

2015), peer acceptance (Jimerson et al., 1997; Lubbers et al., 2006; Sidali et al., 2021), 

motivational orientations (Gadeyne et al., 2008; Kretschmann et al., 2019; Sidali et al., 2021), 

and emotional health (Alexander et al., 2003; Gadeyne et al., 2008; Huang, 2014; Jimerson et 
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al., 1997), calling into attention for the need of monitoring and intervening on these aspects 

preventively before retention occurs (Smith et al., 2022).  

 Regarding grade retention effects, we found that being retained could have potential 

short-term gains, as shown in Study 1 and Study 3. In Study 1, we found positive short-term 

effects across all outcome variables. This finding was also found in Study 3, where 7 th grade 

repeaters increased their self-perception of academic competence after being retained. 

Positive effects of grade retention on students’ academic self-concept were also found in other 

studies (Ehmke et al., 2010; Lamote et al., 2014; Marsh et al., 2017), and this finding is 

commonly explained by social comparison theory (Festinger, 1954), and the big-fish-little-pond 

effect (Marsh, 2016; Marsh et al., 2017; Marsh, Seaton, et al., 2008; Marsh, Trautwein, et al., 

2008). In this framework, it is acknowledged that by changing their comparison reference group 

to their younger and less experienced classmates, retained students may perceive themselves 

as more competent academically. In addition, by repeating the same grade, repeaters already 

know the rules, which offers them some advantage over their colleagues, and may finally 

experience success and gain positive feedback from their teachers, which also could lead to 

more positive feelings of academic competence (Ehmke et al., 2017; Gleason et al., 2007; 

Goos, Van Damme, et al., 2013; Smith et al., 2022).   

 On the other hand, these short-term gains were not mirrored in goal orientations. What 

is more, Studies 1, 2 (potentially), and 3 add to the existing literature by showing that the 

positive effects of grade retention are very short-lived (Allen et al., 2009; Hwang & Cappella, 

2018; Jimerson, 2001; Martin, 2011; Moser et al., 2012; Valbuena et al., 2021; Wu et al., 2010). 

Study 1 found that grade retention effects tend to decrease over time. Regarding Study 2, we 

can only speak of potential medium to long-term detrimental effects given that we could not 

estimate with precision in grade students were retained with precision. Nevertheless, we found 

detrimental effects of grade retention on students’ task orientation, school belonging and 

valuing. Study 3 mainly found medium and long-term nonsignificant effects in goal orientations 

and academic self-concept. Together, these findings stress the idea that grade retention brings 

about heavy emotions and feelings of having failed that prevail over time (Alexander et al., 

2003; Anderson et al., 2005; Yamamoto & Byrnes, 1987; Jimerson & Ferguson, 2007; 

Santana, 2019) and these feelings, in turn, affect students’ motivation, engagement and self-

esteem (Goos, Van Damme, et al., 2013; Jimerson, 2001; Kretschmann et al., 2019; Martin, 

2011; Van Canegem et al., 2021; Xiang & Chiu, 2022). 

 Additionally, the lower sense school belonging, and school valuing demonstrated by 

retained students in Study 2 and the low students’ importance attributed to academic self-

concept and goal orientations found in Study 3 suggest that retained students may experience 

a mismatch between their needs and the school environment, as posited by the stage-

environment fit theory (Eccles & Midgley, 1989; Eccles et al., 1993), particularly considering 
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secondary education. In this sense, the mere repetition of school subjects resulting from grade 

retention (Pagani et al., 2001; Bonvin et al., 2008) may undermine students’ motivation due to 

deprivation of a new and challenging environment (Goos, Van Damme, et al., 2013; Hong & 

Yu, 2008). Also, retained students lost their peer group who got promoted to the next grade 

level, which may trigger both negative self-feelings and lower acceptance by their new 

classmates (Goos et al., 2013; Demanet & Van Houtte, 2016; Jimerson, 2001; Kretschmann 

et al., 2019; Martin, 2011; Pagani et al., 2001; Van Canegem et al., 2021; Wu et al., 2010; 

Xiang & Chiu, 2022). Thus, based on these interconnected experiences, retained students 

may be more prone to feel that the school environment does not correspond to their needs, 

which in turn, leads to lower motivation and engagement at school and lower feelings of school 

belonging (Demanet & Van Houtte, 2013, 2016; Eccles et al., 1993; Finn, 1989; Martin, 2011; 

Pagani et al., 2001; Van Canegem et al., 2021, 2022; Wu et al., 2010). 

 The abovementioned findings considering students’ affective components of learning 

would be better interpreted by keeping students’ achievement in sight. In fact, we did not 

include academic achievement in our analyses, given the goals of the studies, yet, we 

acknowledge that these two components act together in understanding the effects of grade 

retention. Results regarding the development of students’ achievement in Math and 

Portuguese subjects from Study 3 are presented in Appendix C. Our results are in line with 

previous studies by showing that small positive effects in achievement tend to vanish along 

the way (e.g., Allen et al., 2009; Jimerson 2001; Klaproth et al., 2016; Moser et al., 2012; 

Valbuena et al., 2021; Wu et al., 2008). In addition, it was found that grade retention was 

negatively associated with students’ performance in PISA study (OECD, 2020). Thus, we could 

conclude that grade retention did not improve students’ affective components of learning nor 

their academic achievement. 

 Self-worth theory (Covington, 1992; 2000) provide valuable insights to better 

understand the results of this study. This theory posits that the search for self-acceptance is 

the highest human priority (Castella et al., 2013). Since school experiences play a central role 

in their lives, school-aged children and youth naturally seek acceptance in this context. 

Acceptance and sense of worth in the school context result from students’ achievement and 

academic competence, and thus, performing poorly may lead to feelings of shame and 

humiliation (Castella et al., 2013; Covington, 2000). As a consequence, struggling students, 

here represented as repeaters, as a way of protecting their feelings of self-worth, would 

engage in self-handicapping and helplessness behaviours by decreasing their expectations 

and by disinvesting or avoiding school-related tasks (Castella et al., 2013; Covington, 1992; 

2000; Nascimento & Peixoto, 2012; Peixoto & Almeida, 2010; Peixoto et al., 2016, 2017). In 

this dissertation, this is visible in the stable and relatively higher levels of self-esteem and the 

upward trajectory in avoidance orientation presented in Study 3.  
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Nevertheless, it should be mentioned that exposure to repeated failure, whether it 

would be considered as subsequent retention (e.g., Geng & Rockoff, 2017; Mendes et al., 

2015), changes in school career (Geng & Rockoff, 2017; Goos, Van Damme, et al., 2013; 

Moser et al., 2012; Mendez et al., 2015) or just struggling academically, may push students to 

continually create more unrealistic excuses, which in turn will lose their self-protective value 

(Covington, 2000). It is also noteworthy that grade retention has been found to be strongly 

associated with the following long-term adverse outcomes: school dropout, lower 

postsecondary education enrolment, and less favourable professional career (Allensworth, 

2005; Fine & Davis, 2003; Giano et al., 2022; Gubbels et al., 2019; Fraysier et al., 2020; 

Jimerson, 1999; Jimerson et al., 2002; Ou & Reynolds, 2010; Santos et al., 2022; Schwedt et 

al., 2017). This consideration, combined with the findings of this work, suggests that grade 

retention harms students’ academic development.  

At this point, it should be stressed that the present study's findings also revealed some 

weaknesses of social promotion, particularly in Study 3, where promoted students also 

presented low self-concept, self-esteem, and goal orientations. This result, together with the 

findings from ‘retention plus’ moderating effects from Study 1 and the impact of school 

retention composition on promoted students’ outcomes from Study 3, challenges the view that 

social promotion alone would be an effective alternative for retention. Instead, based on these 

findings, we argue that support must be given to all struggling students over and beyond their 

retention history (Conboy et al., 2013; Goos, Van Damme, et al., 2013; Valbuena et al., 2021).  

This dissertation also aimed to contribute to the research findings regarding the 

moderating effects of school retention composition (Bietenbeck, 2014; Demanet & Van Houtte, 

2013, 2016; Gottfried, 2013; Santos et al., 2022; Van Canegem et al., 2021; Van Canegem et 

al., 2022a, 2022b). We found that school retention composition negatively predicted students’ 

reading self-concept, task orientation and students’ school valuing (see Study 2, Chapter 4). 

In addition, we found a moderating effect of school retention composition on the relationship 

between retention and students’ self-concept, task orientation, school belonging and school 

valuing. These findings add to the previous research that supports the moderating effects of 

retention composition on students’ academic achievement (Bietenbeck, 2014; Gottfried, 2013; 

Hong & Raudenbush, 2005), same-grade friendships (Damenet & Van Houtte, 2016), school 

misconduct and academic behaviour (Bietenbeck, 2014; Demanet & Van Houtte, 2013), 

school belonging (Van Canegem et al., 2021), and postsecondary enrollment intentions 

(Santos et al., 2022).  

 Studying this moderating effect not only reflects the hierarchical nature of the data 

(Bastos & Ferrão, 2019; Marsh, 2016) but also, and most importantly, provides important 

insights regarding the contextual effects of grade retention. Based on our findings, grade 

retention exerts a spillover effect over their promoted peers (Bietenbeck, 2014; Gottfried, 
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2013), questioning, once more, the effectiveness of this practice, which also impacts the school 

environment and non-retained students. Indeed, having many repeaters in school could disrupt 

the environment, undermining students’ engagement (Demanet & Van Houtte, 2016; Gottfried, 

2013; Lavy et al., 2012; Smith & Shepard, 1988). The fact that the proportion of repeaters in 

school affects mainly non-retained students could be explained given that being a repeater in 

a school with several others in the same condition reduces the often-mentioned stigmatising 

effect of retention (Demanet & Van Houtte, 2013; Pagani et al., 2001; Wu et al., 2010). 

Moreover, when the practice of retention is widespread among schools and countries (Agasisti 

& Cordero, 2017; Goos, Schreier, et al., 2013; Van Canegem et al., 2022a, 2022b), it brings 

some normalisation to be a repeater, which could explain nonsignificant effects on students’ 

psychosocial outcomes (Klapproth et al., 2016).  Indeed, in Van Canegem et al. (2022a, 

2022b) studies using PISA data, country retention rates moderated the relationship between 

grade retention and students’ belonging and bullying victimisation. These studies suggest that 

retained students stand out in contexts where grade retention is solely applied and, thus, grade 

retention becomes a more negative experience in terms of students’ psychosocial outcomes 

when there are few retained students within the education system. The same findings were 

presented by OECD (2020) regarding PISA performance scores. Together, these findings 

could also explain the less detrimental effects on some affective components of learning 

obtained in this dissertation, given the fact that in Portugal, grade retention is still often applied 

at both school and country levels and may, thus, be seen as a ‘natural and expected endpoint’ 

for students.  

Finally, concerning these latter findings, we must mention that the proportion of 

retained students in a school is closely linked with other socioeconomic and cultural features 

of that school, such as the share of disadvantaged students, students with an immigrant 

background and low achievement (Bastos e Ferrão, 2019; Lavy et al., 2012). Furthermore, as 

discussed in Chapter 2.2, we know these characteristics are highly associated with a greater 

retention risk. Thus, the widespread of grade retention in a context with such unequal social 

and economic conditions would only increase the disparities between students, exacerbate 

inequalities among students, and undermine education equity, as was also pointed out by 

OECD (2020). These results challenge the view of the effectiveness of grade retention at the 

meso (school) and macro levels (country). 

 

6.2. Limitations and directions for future studies 

With the present dissertation, we aimed to contribute to the existing body of knowledge 

regarding the effects of grade retention on the affective components of learning. Particularly, 

we intended to add to the existing studies in the Portuguese context, especially given the lack 

of studies employing high-quality methods and investigating the effects of grade retention on 
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psychosocial outcomes in this context. Nevertheless, each study presented in this work has 

its strengths and limitations that were already addressed in the previous chapters. In this 

section, we acknowledge some general limitations of this dissertation.  

First, considering the findings of grade retention effects on psychosocial variables 

obtained in our meta-analysis (Study 1), we failed to further explore which psychosocial 

variable (or group of variables) grade retention would produce more or less positive effects. 

Indeed, the effect sizes found ranged between -2.58 and 1, showing that grade retention could 

be detrimental for some psychosocial aspects. In addition, as shown in Studies 2 and 3, we 

recognise the complexity and uniqueness of each psychosocial variable, which may be 

differently affected by grade retention. Hattie (2009), in his synthesis of meta-analysis on 

students’ achievement, explored the contribution of, for example, motivational variables, self-

concept variables, and engagement variables, as indicators of students’ attitudes and 

dispositions, without mingling these variables. Thus, we suggest further investigating the 

impact of retention on different psychosocial variables by reviewing existing studies 

considering those aspects of learning to help clarify the effects of retention on these variables.  

Second, except for Study 1, the remaining studies rely only on Portuguese data. We 

already stressed that investigating the effects of grade retention within the Portuguese context 

was crucial, given the limited number of studies investigating this context with such high 

retention rates and positive beliefs regarding the effectiveness of retention (Santana, 2019; 

Santos et al., 2023). However, at least for Study 2, a cross-national comparison would have 

been helpful to compare the findings from Portugal with other education systems. Considering 

an international perspective would be worthwhile to learn from other systems, especially those 

avoiding the application of retention (e.g., Iceland, Slovenia, Sweden, or Finland) (Agasisti & 

Cordero, 2017; Goos, Schreirer et al., 2013; Van Canegem et al., 2022a, 2022b).  

 Third, the data used in Studies 2 and 3 were observational. The data from Study 2 

were cross-sectional, which prevented us from making causal claims. In addition, despite our 

best efforts to employ sound methodologies to estimate the causal effects of grade retention 

(Allen et al., 2009; Goos et al., 2021; Valbuena et al., 2021), as the data presented in Studies 

2 and 3 served other purposes, several important pre-retention variables were not collected 

and only a limited number of covariates were considered, in comparison with other studies 

such as that from Goos, Van Damme, et al. (2013) and Moser et al. (2012) who used an 

extensive number of covariates. Thus, we could not prevent our findings from possible 

measurement error and unmeasured bias, and the findings of this work should be interpreted 

according to these limitations.  

Fourth and related to the previous limitation, or selected covariates were mainly on 

students’ individual and inalterable characteristics, such as students’ gender, age, economic, 

social, and cultural background, and to a lesser extent, family variables (Study 2) and school 
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variables (Studies 2 and 3). Indeed, most studies considering the predictors of grade retention 

focused mainly on students’ demographics (e.g., Bastos & Ferrão, 2019; Ferrão, 2015; García-

Perez et al., 2014; Klapproth & Schaltz, 2015; Nunes et al., 2018; Pereira & Reis, 2014). 

However, family variables such as parental engagement and support have also been related 

to students’ likelihood of grade retention and school success (Agasisti & Cordero, 2017; 

Almeida et al., 2005). In addition, we failed to consider also teachers’ views about grade 

retention. We know from previous literature that teachers’ beliefs regarding grade retention 

play a significant role in their practices (Bonvin, 2008; Santana, 2019; Santos et al., 2023; 

Valbuena et al., 2021). Thus, it is crucial to consider such variables as predictors of grade 

retention, to better contextualise and understand their impact on academic outcomes. At this 

point, it is noteworthy that this dissertation was conducted during a disruptive period. The 

COVID-19 pandemic was installed when a new empirical study designed to tackle the 

limitations mentioned in the last two paragraphs was ongoing. In that study, we aimed to 

include an extensive list of variables related to grade retention, including those considering 

parental engagement and teachers’ beliefs regarding grade retention and their attitudes and 

evaluations (Bonvin et al., 2008). However, due to school closure and the lockdown situation, 

and anticipating that COVID-19 would impact grade retention practices (NASP, 2021) and 

students’ motivation (Camacho et al., 2021), we have decided not to continue the study. Based 

on this, we encourage future research investigating the effects of grade retention within the 

Portuguese context to tackle these issues by collecting a comprehensive number of variables 

related to grade retention.  

Notably, some investigation has been conducted regarding teachers’ beliefs about 

grade retention and its relationship with the practice of grade retention (e.g., Bonvin et al., 

2008; Range et al., 2012; Santana, 2019; Santos et al., 2023; Tomchin & Impara, 1992). 

However, little has been done so far to link grade retention beliefs, their pedagogical practices, 

retention practice and the effects of grade retention, particularly on students’ affective 

components of learning. To our knowledge, the study of Santos et al. (2023) was unique in 

associating teachers’ grade retention beliefs with their pedagogical and grade retention 

practices. Yet, the link between these teachers’ attitudes and practices and students’ outcomes 

remains practically unexplored (Bonvin et al., 2008). Moreover, the instruments assessing 

teachers’ grade retention beliefs (e.g., Santos et al., 2023; Tomchin & Impara, 1992; Range et 

al., 2012) present several items that question teachers regarding the effects of grade retention 

on students’ affective components of learning (e.g., self-esteem, motivation). Teachers often 

hold positive beliefs regarding the effects of these components because they tend to whiteness 

short-term effects of grade retention (Fine & Davis, 2003; Tomchin & Impara, 1992). This view 

does not mirror research findings, especially considering long-run effects. Given this, it would 

be interesting to consider teachers’ beliefs and practices as predictors of retention and conduct 
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studies integrating teachers’ variables and the effects of retention on students, especially in 

the long term.  

Fifth, several authors often mention that the adverse effects of grade retention on 

students’ affective components of learning may be explained by the loss of peer membership, 

which in turn may bring about negative self-judgments, low motivation and school engagement 

for retained students (Goos, Van Damme, et al., 2013; Jimerson, 2001; Kretschmann et al., 

2019; Martin, 2011; Van Canegem et al., 2021; Xiang & Chiu, 2022). However, our study failed 

to directly assess this premise by not including measures assessing peer relationships and the 

social position of retained students (Demanet & Van Houtte, 2016; Gleason et al., 2007; 

Wentzel et al., 2020). Future studies should be conducted to further support this argument. 

 Sixth, and in line with the previous comment, it is widely debated that after being 

retained, students compare themselves with their younger and unexperienced grademates 

(Ehmke et al., 2010; Marsh, 2016; Marsh et al., 2017), whereas other studies claimed that 

students still confronted their academic situation with that of their former classmates (Goos, 

Van Damme, et al., 2013; Kretshcmann et al., 2019; Van Canegem et al., 2021). To our 

knowledge, none of the studies directly asked students about their reference group. 

Acknowledging that students form their self-perceptions in comparison to others, we advise 

future studies to consider collecting information regarding with whom repeaters compare 

themselves after being subject to a change in their group membership. Such information would 

provide valuable insights regarding the effects of retention. 

 Seventh, most studies investigating the impact of grade retention on students’ affective 

components of learning and other psychosocial factors are mainly based on quantitative self-

report measures. Only a few studies assessed those variables qualitatively (Anderson et al., 

2005; Yamamoto & Byrnes, 1987; Yamamoto & Byrnes, 1987). Further qualitative research 

providing vivid information on retained and promoted students’ views, histories and 

experiences associated with grade retention are necessary to better understand how students 

are affected by grade retention and promotion.  

 Eighth, our study considered only the average effects of retention vs promotion. 

Assuming that grade retention will continue to exist, despite the recommendations and the 

empirical evidence, it would be helpful to teachers, the broader school community and 

policymakers to explore under which specific circumstances grade retention would be 

beneficial. Specifically, such studies would help better understand who does and does not 

benefit from grade retention.  

 Finally, in Studies 2 and 3, grade retention was treated as a single intervention, not 

considering whether students were provided additional measures during the retention year. In 

fact, we could not collect such information and thus assumed that students repeated the same 

grade level without additional support (Conboy et al., 2013). However, as noted in Study 1, 
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positive effects of grade retention may be found if additional support is provided to students. 

Studies investigating this assumption were mainly conducted in the United States of America 

(e.g., Allensworth, 2005; Geng & Rockoff, 2017; Ӧzek, 2015; Schwerdt et al., 2017). Also, as 

Conboy et al. (2013) claimed, the debate around grade retention and ‘simple’ promotion may 

not be as productive as debating the effects of grade retention ‘plus’ additional support or, 

even more, the effects of grade retention versus other interventions. Nevertheless, few studies 

compared grade retention with other interventions and programs. The limited existing studies 

evidenced that alternatives to retention presented better results on students’ academic 

achievement (e.g., changes in class size, differentiated instruction, and remediation 

motivational measures; Barata et al., 2015; Smith et al., 2022). Based on this, we strongly 

advise the research community to change the ‘paradigm’ of grade retention effectiveness 

research by comparing this intervention with other possible interventions.  

 

6.3. Implications for Educational Policy and Practice 

The findings of this dissertation add to the existing body of evidence regarding the 

effects of grade retention on the affective components of learning and suggest that grade 

retention does not bring about benefits for students. Grade retention is considered a highly 

costly intervention, both in terms of resources, finances, and time (Brophy, 2006; Ehmke et al., 

2010; European Commission, 2020; Flores et al., 2013; Higgins et al., 2022; Ikeda, 2011; Ikeda 

& Garcia, 2014; Justino et al., 2014; Valbuena et al., 2021), affecting students’ school career 

and delaying their entry into the labour market (Ou & Reynolds, 2010). Given this, the benefits 

must outweigh the detrimental and null effects in order to be considered an effective measure, 

which was not the case in this dissertation, nor was the case in previous research (Allen et al., 

2009; Jimerson, 2001; Valbuena et al., 2021). In addition, grade retention has been found to 

have critical equity implications, suggesting that its adverse effects are more pronounced for 

disadvantaged students (European Commission, 2020; Lavy et al., 2012; OECD, 2020), and 

naturally, based on these claims, OECD has advised against its use.  

For policymakers, teachers, and the broader school community, we strongly 

recommend being aware of the risk factors associated with grade retention and avoiding 

subjecting those students to retention to prevent them from further detrimental effects. This 

would be the case of students from disadvantaged economic and social backgrounds, younger 

students, students with lower parental support, or students with lower self-beliefs (European 

Commission, 2020; Kretschmann et al., 2019; Lavy et al., 2012; OECD, 2020; Xiang & Chiu, 

2022). With this, we suggest that at-risk students’ characteristics, resources and dispositions 

should be put in perspective and fully considered before making a decision to retain them 

(Bonvin et al., 2008).  
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In addition, previous findings show that teachers generally hold positive beliefs 

regarding grade retention (Santana, 2019; Santos et al., 2023; Tomchin & Impara, 1992) that 

grade retention eases instruction by creating more homogeneous classrooms. Interestingly, 

recent studies provided evidence against these considerations by showing that schools with 

many repeaters disrupt classroom environment and instruction (Demanet & Van Houtte, 2016; 

Gottfried, 2013; Lavy et al., 2012; Smith & Shepard, 1988) and that grade retention does not 

affect only retained students but also the broader school community (Demanet et al., 2013, 

2016; Santos et al., 2022; Van Canegem, 2021). These findings stress the necessity of working 

directly with teachers and, more precisely, with the whole school staff, providing them with 

scientific evidence regarding the long-lasting non-beneficial effects of grade retention, on the 

one hand, and supporting them in finding alternative measures to retention. As we already 

stated, automatic grade promotion, per se, would not be effective either, as observed by the 

low scores found in Study 3. Instead, we strongly advise policymakers, teachers, and the whole 

school community to consider other interventions. 

Considering intervention with students, we recommend early identification of students 

struggling academically and providing them with targeted remedial interventions. A wide range 

of interventions have been proven to be cost-effective in acting on students’ learning 

difficulties, such as parental engagement, reading interventions, increasing instructional time, 

peer or 1-to-1 tutoring, and summer schools (Higgins et al., 2022; Jimerson, 2001; Slavin et 

al., 2011; Valbuena et al., 2021). In addition and grounded on the findings of this study, we 

advocate also considering acting preventively on students’ self-concept, motivation, and 

engagement (Higgins et al., 2022; Smith et al., 2022). 

  In the case of retention, we recommend providing students with additional support 

rather than merely a rehearsal of the learning material. At the macro level, policymakers should 

consider making educational systems as curriculums more flexible (Valbuena et al., 2021), for 

example, by allowing students to repeat only the subjects they have failed while progressing 

the remaining subjects along with their peers. This measure could prevent students from 

experiencing low motivation, disengagement, and isolation due to retention. However, from 

the different retention rates observed between Education systems and considering the positive 

teachers’ beliefs regarding retention, irrespective of its effects and legislations, we cannot 

assure that directly changing policies would be effective enough. We, as Valbuena et al. 

(2021), acknowledge that, most likely, the force of change lies on parents, teachers, and school 

community beliefs and practices and thus changing these beliefs, supporting those actors in 

improving their teaching quality and in implementing alternative practices would be, most likely, 

more effective.  
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6.4. Conclusion 

Grade retention research has improved tremendously during the last two decades. With 

this dissertation, we aimed to contribute to this research field with high-quality results regarding 

the effectiveness of grade retention and the investigation of its effects on students’ affective 

components of learning, considering a context where high retention rates and high positive 

beliefs regarding grade retention effectiveness still prevail. In sum, this work adds to previous 

research that calls into question the effectiveness of this practice, claiming that it is more 

harmful than helpful for students. Teachers, of course, may retain students with the best 

intentions. However, they probably do not have the opportunity to see its long-run detrimental 

effects. In the reviewed studies, grade retention was consistently more detrimental in long-

term studies and, on the other hand, more effective when coupled with additional support. In 

addition, grade retention was associated with a lower academic self-concept, lower task 

orientation, and lower sense of belonging and valuing. This study also highlights the crucial 

role of school retention composition in understanding grade retention effects. With these 

findings, we call attention to the spillover effects of grade retention as it affects the broader 

student community. All in all, we advise against the use of grade retention or, at least, caution 

in its application.  
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APPENDIX A: Supporting information for Chapter 3 

Appendix A1 

Descriptive Characteristics of the Included Studies by Type of Outcome 
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type of 
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Method Data analysis 
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regression 
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calibrated 
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2009 subsample 

of four 

provinces in 

northern region 
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regression 
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achievement 

standardized 
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(average of 5 

plausible 
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Battistin & 

Schizzerotto, 

2019, journal 

article 
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Italy Cross-sectional 

study in four 
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northern region 
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regression 
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math and 
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achievement 
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article 
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2016, journal 

article 
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representative 

ECLS-K cohort 

  FAD Linear 

regression 

models 

controlling for 
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student, class 

and school 

characteristics 

 

-Math and 

reading IRT 

calibrated 
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E=255 
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K 7,9 & 
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2^ 3 1 -0.98 to 
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1-2 9 & 

11y 

0 2^ 2 -0.15 

to 0.19  

E=87 

C=7038 

3-4 11y 0 2^ 0 0.24 to 

0.21 

d'Haultfoeuille, 

2010, journal 

article 

5467 France 1997 nationally 

representative 

panel of the 

French Ministry 

of Education 

(2000-2003) 

5 IV 
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test score) 

Linear 

regression 

models 

- Composite 

score based on 

standardized 

knowledge 

evaluation test 

G6 1 0 2 -0.43 to 
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Diris, 2012, 

doctoral 

dissertation 
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Denmark 

England, 
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France, Italy, 

New Zealand, 
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Portugal, 

Spain, and 

Sweden 

PISA 2003 and 
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representative) 

1-6 (SR) IV (birth 

month) 

Linear 

regression 

models with 

country fixed 

effects, 
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some student 

characteristics 

- PISA math, 

reading and 

science 

achievement 

standardized 
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(average of 5 

plausible 

values) and 

total score 

(average of 

previous 3 

scores) 

15y 0 3 0 -0.27 to  

-0.23 

7-8 (SR)  1 2 0 -0.92 to  

-0.50 

1-8 (SR) - Problem 

solving 

standardized 

test score 

 

 1 0 0 -0.63 

Diris, 2017, 

journal article 

344551 Austria, 

Belgium, 

Canada, 

Denmark, 

PISA 2003, 

2009 and 2012 

(nationally 

representative) 

1-6 (SR) IV (birth 

month) 

Linear 

regression 

models with 

country and 

- PISA math, 

reading and 

science 

achievement 

15y 3 0 0 -0.54 to 

-0.45 
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Estonia, 

Finland, 

France, Italy, 

Luxembourg, 

the 

Netherlands, 

New Zealand, 

Poland, 

Portugal, 

Slovakia, 

Spain, Sweden 

cohort fixed 

effects, 

controlling for 

some student 

characteristics, 

and applying 

PISA sample 

weights 

standardized 

test score 

(average of 5 

plausible 

values) and 

total score 

(average of 

previous 3 

scores) 

- Problem 

solving 

standardized 

test score 

 

 1 0 0  -0.16 

 Dong, 2010, 

journal article 

8672 

E=281 

C=8391 

US nationally 

representative 

ECLS-K cohort 

(1998-2002) 

K IV (age-at-

entry and 

cut-off 

date) 

Linear 

regression 

models, 

controlling for 

several 

student, class, 

and school 

characteristics 

 

- Math and 

reading IRT 

calibrated 

scale score 

G1 & 

G3 

0 1 3 0.18 

to 0.55 

Ehmke et al., 

2010, journal 

article 

720 

E=360 

C=360 

Germany PISA 2003 and 

extension 

(nationally 

representative, 

2002-2004) 

9 PS (40 

covariates) 

Structural 

equation 

models with 

standard errors 

clustered by 

schools 

 

- Math and 

science IRT 

calibrated 

scale score 

16y 0 2^ 0 -0.07 to  

-0.05 

Ehmke et al., 

2017, journal 

article 

178 

E=89  

C=89 

Germany PISA 2012 and 

extension 

(nationally 

representative, 

2011-2013) 

9 PS (12 

covariates) 

Structural 

equation 

models with 

standard errors 

clustered by 

schools 

 

- Math IRT 

calibrated 

scale score 

16y 0 1^ 0 -0.02 
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Ferreira Sequeda 

et al., 2018, report 

  

  

  

30576 -

35693 

  

  

  

Colombia 

  

  

  

2007-2013 

multicohort 

longitudinal 

study in 

retention-policy-

switching 

secondary 

schools 

(aggregated data 

at school level) 

10 

  

  

  

DID 

  

  

  

Linear 

regression 

models with 

school and 

cohort fixed 

effects, 

controlling for 

several school 

characteristics 

 

- SABER 11 

standardized 

math test 

score 

G11 0 1 1 0.01 to 

0.07  

  

- SABER 11 

standardized 

language 

(Spanish) test 

score 

 

     

Garcia-Perez et 

al., 2014, journal 

article 

15662-

18687 

Spain PISA 2009 

(nationally 

representative) 

  IV (birth 

quarter) 

Switching 

regression 

models 

controlling for 

several student 

and 

characteristics 

 

- PISA math 

standardized 

test scores 

(average of 

five plausible 

values)  

15y         

E=693  

C=14969 

1-6 1 0 0 -0.94 

E=3718 

C=14969 

7-9 1 0 0 -0.59 

E=1036 

C=14969 

1-9 

(twice) 

1 0 0 -1.06 

Gary-Bobo et al., 

2016, journal 

article 

12429 

E=3026 

C=9403 

  

France 1995 nationally 

representative 

secondary 

education Panel 

and Base 

Scolarité of the 

French Ministry 

of Education 

6-8 IV (birth 

quarter) 

and FAD 

Linear and 

probit 

regression 

models 

controlling for 

some student 

and school 

characteristics 

- Standardized 

math and 

language 

(French) test 

score 

- Difference in 

math and 

language 

(French) 

standardized 

test scores G9-

G6 

 

G9 0 1 1 0.03 to 

0.08 

Geng & Rockoff, 

2017, report 

939661 – 

939962 

US Four-wave data 

from the New 

York City 

Department of 

Education  

3,5,7+ RD Linear and 

probit 

regression 

models, 

controlling for 

- Normalized 

language 

(English) and 

math state 

assessment 

test score 

G3-9 0 0 2^,4 0.36 to 

0.79 
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some student 

characteristics 

 

Glick & Sahn, 

2010, journal 

article 

556 Senegal Combination of 

nationally 

representative 

PASEC and 

2003 Senegal 

Household 

Education and 

Welfare survey 

(1995-2003) 

2 IV 

(previous 

test score) 

Linear 

regression 

models with 

standard errors 

clustered by 

schools, 

controlling for 

several 

student, class, 

and school 

characteristics 

 

- Math and 

French tests 

average score 

9y 0 1^ 0 -0.2 

Goos et al., 2011, 

conference 

proceeding 

2425 

E=120 

C=2305 

Belgium 2003-2011 

longitudinal 

SiBO study in 

the state of 

Flanders 

1 PS (58 

covariates) 

 3-level 

(curvi)linear 

growth curve 

models and 

simple slope 

analyses 

-TR math 

skills 

-TR language 

skills 

G1-6 2^,10 2^ 0^ -1.03 to  

-0.03 

      8-12y 2^,8 2^ 0^ -1.03 to  

-0.09 

 Goos et al., 2013, 

journal article 

2425 

E=120 

C=2305 

Belgium 2003-2011 

longitudinal 

SiBO study in 

the state of 

Flanders 

1 PS (58 

covariates) 

 3-level 

(curvi)linear 

growth curve 

models and 

simple slope 

analyses 

- (Dutch) 

three-minutes-

test average 

score 

G1-6 7 1^ 3^ -1.06 to 

0.68 

- Math IRT 

calibrated 

scale score 

8-12y 4^,6 0 0 -1.74 to  

-0.84 

Greene & 

Winters, 2007, 

journal article 

71950-

73695 

US 2000-2004 

panels of the 

Florida Ministry 

of Education 

(representative 

for Florida) 

3+ DID Linear 

regression 

models with 

standard errors 

clustered by 

schools, 

controlling for 

several student 

characteristics 

- FCAT 

reading 

developmental 

scale score 

  

10-11y 

  

0 0 1^,1 0.05 to 

0.40 

7087 fuzzy RD 0 1^ 1 0.10 to 

0.46 
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Greene & 

Winters, 2009, 

journal article 

30109 US 2000-2004 

panels of the 

Florida Ministry 

of Education 

(representative 

for Florida) 

3+ fuzzy RD Linear 

regression 

models with 

standard errors 

clustered by 

schools, 

controlling for 

several student 

characteristics 

 

- FCAT 

reading 

developmental 

scale score 

11y 0 1 18 -0.03 to 

0.70 

Hamlin, 2013, 

doctoral 

dissertation 

68-72 

E=34-36 

C=34-36 

US 1998-2012 

panels of the 

Regent Union 

School District, 

an economically 

privileged area 

located in 

Northern Los 

Angeles County 

K-2 PS (u) Dependent 

groups t-test 

- PRC teacher-

rated reading 

and math 

achievement 

- PRC teacher-

rated reading 

and math 

effort 

- CST 

language and 

math score 

G6 0 6 0 -0.22 to 

0.06 

Hill et al., 2011, 

journal article 

6900  

E=233 

C=6667 

US Nationally 

Representative 

ECLS-K 

1 PS (236 

covariates) 

Bayesian 

additive 

regression 

Trees 

- Math and 

reading 

achievement 

standardized 

test score  

9 & 

11y 

3 1 0 -0.18 to  

-0.05 

Hofer et al., 2010, 

conference 

proceeding 

86 

E=31 

C=55 

 US  Preschool 

Curriculum 

Evaluation 

Research in 

rural, 

economically 

underprivileged 

areas in 

Tennessee 

(2003-2009) 

 

K PS (27 

covariates) 

4-level linear 

regression 

models, 

controlling for 

some student 

characteristics 

- Math, 

reading, 

science and 

social studies 

test score 

G3 0 3 1 0.70 to 

1.63 

84 

E=24  

C=60 

2 PS (49 

covariates) 

G3 0 2 2 0.42 to 

0.95 
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Hong & 

Raudenbush, 

2005, journal 

article 

7631 

E=463 

C=7168 

 

US Nationally 

representative 

ECLS-K cohort 

(1998-2000) 

 

K PS (33 

covariates) 

  

2-level linear 

regression 

models 

- Math and 

reading IRT 

calibrated 

scale score 

7y 

  

2^ 0 0 -0.67 to  

-0.66 

Hong & 

Raudenbush, 

2006, journal 

article 

654-5385 

E=183-

231 

C=471-

5162 

US Nationally 

representative 

ECLS-K cohort 

(1998-2000) 

K PS (213 

covariates) 

2-level linear 

regression 

models 

- Math and 

reading IRT 

calibrated 

scale scores 

7y 4^ 0 0 -0.66 to  

-0.54 

Hong & Yu, 

2007, journal 

article 

7631 

E=463 

C=7168 

 US  Nationally 

representative 

ECLS-K cohort 

(1998-2004) 

K PS (46 

covariates) 

Multivariate 

3-level linear 

regression 

models 

- Math and 

reading IRT 

calibrated q 

score 

7, 9 & 

11y 

2^,4 0 0 -0.64 to  

-0.10 

6267 

E=188  

C=6079 

1 PS (28 

covariates) 

9 & 

11y 

4 0 0 -0.25 to  

-0.42 

Hughes et al., 

2010, journal 

article 

321 US 2000-2005 

longitudinal 

study with 

academically at-

risk students in 

Texas 

1 PS  

(67 

covariates) 

2-level 

generalized 

estimating 

equation 

models 

- Passage of 

TAKS reading 

and math test 

promotion 

gate score 

G3 0 2 0 0.31 to 

0.32 

Hwang & 

Cappella, 2018, 

journal article 

574 

E=287     

C=287 

  

US 1998-2007 

nationally 

representative 

ECLS-K cohort 

1-2 PS (43 

covariates) 

Linear 

regression 

models 

controlling for 

several student 

and school 

characteristics 

- Math and 

reading IRT 

calibrated 

scale scores 

- SR and TR 

of math and 

reading 

competence 

14y 1 5 0 -0.19 to 

0.07 

  

Im et al., 2013, 

journal article 

374 

E=75 

C=299 

US 2000-2010 

longitudinal 

study with 

academically at-

risk students in 

Texas 

1-5 PS (67 

covariates) 

2-piece 3-level 

curvilinear 

growth curve 

models 

- WJ-III math 

and reading W 

score 

G6-7 

  

0 4 0 -0.05 to 

0.06 
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Jacob & Lefgren, 

2004, journal 

article 

7623-

8120 

US 1997-2000 

panels of the 

Chicago 

Ministry of 

Education 

(representative 

for Chicago) 

3+ fuzzy RD Linear 

regression 

models with 

cohort fixed 

effects, 

controlling for 

several student 

and school 

characteristics 

- ITBS math 

and reading 

IRT calibrated 

scale score 

  

10-11y 0 1 2^,1 0.02 to 

0.13 

4552-

5018 

6+ 13-14y 1 2^,1 0 -0.08 to 

0.03 

Keslair, 2007, 

master thesis 

9451 

E=1095 

C=835 

France 1997-2001 

nationally 

representative 

panel of the 

French Ministry 

of Education  

1-2 IV (rank in 

class) and 

RD 

Linear 

regression 

models, 

controlling for 

some student 

characteristics 

 

- Math 

standardized 

test score 

G3 0 12 0 -1.21 to 

1.02 

Klapproth et al., 

2016, journal 

article 

136 

E=68 

C=68 

 

Luxembourg 2009-2013 

longitudinal 

study 

(nationally 

representative) 

7 PS (16 

covariates) 

ANOVA 

models 

- Math, 

German and 

French school 

mark 

- Math, 

German and 

French 

standardized 

test score 

G7-9 0 7 3^,2 -0.10 to 

1.11 

278 

E=139 

C=139 

8 G8-9 

  

0 6 3^ -0.24 to 

1.35 

Koppensteiner, 

2014, journal 

article 

244081 Brazil Combination of 

2-cohort 2000-

2006 

longitudinal 

Programa de 

Avaliação da 

Educação 

Básica in the 

economically 

privileged state 

of Minas Gerais 

and school 

census data 

provided by the 

1-4 DID Linear and 

logistic 

regression 

models with 

school fixed 

effects, 

controlling for 

several 

student, class 

and school 

characteristics 

- Math 

standardized 

test score 

G4 0 0 1 0.06 
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Federal Ministry 

of Education 

Lamote et al., 

2014, journal 

article 

1596 

E=215 

C=1380 

Belgium 1990-1997 

longitudinal 

LOSO study in 

state of Flanders 

8 PS (32 

covariates) 

3-level 

curvilinear 

growth curve 

models 

- (Dutch) 

language 

achievement 

IRT calibrated 

test score 

G8,10 

& 12 

1 1^,1 0 -0.92 to  

-0.01 

Lorence, 2014, 

journal article 

38731 

E=1249 

C=37482 

US 1993-2002 

longitudinal 

study with 

academically at-

risk students in 

Texas public 

schools 

(representative 

for Texas) 

 

3+ PS (41 

covariates) 

2-level linear 

regression 

models 

- TAAS 

reading test 

score  

G3-10 0 0 1^,6 0.38 to 

1.55 

Lorence & 

Dworkin, 2006, 

journal article 

4025-

15684  

E=129-

449 

C=3896-

15235 

US 1993-2002 

longitudinal 

study with 

academically at-

risk students in 

Texas public 

schools 

(representative 

for Texas) 

 

3+ PS (21 

covariates) 

ANCOVA 

models, 

controlling for 

several 

student, 

school, and 

district 

characteristics 

- TAAS 

reading test 

score  

G3-10 0 3 3^,15 0.08 to 

1.96 

Mahjoub, 2017, 

journal article 

13136 

E=2339 

C=10797 

France 1995-2001 

longitudinal 

DEPP study 

with a nationally 

representative 

sample (Panel 

95) 

6-8 IV (birth 

quarter) 

Linear 

regression 

models, 

controlling for 

several student 

characteristics 

- National 

standardized 

math and 

language 

(French) test 

G9-G6 

difference 

score  

G9 0 0 2 1.28 to 

1.43 

Mariano & 

Martorell, 2013, 

journal article 

394-3315 US 2004-2008 2-

cohort 

longitudinal 

5+ fuzzy RD Polynomial 

regression 

models, 

controlling for 

- State 

assessment 

test language 

(English) and 

G6-7 0 2 22 0.17 to 

0.58 
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study in New 

York City 

some student 

characteristics 

math scale 

score 

McCombs et al., 

2009, report 

2043-

2941 

E=589-

1293 

C=1322-

2211 

US 2003-2008  

4-cohort 

longitudinal 

study in New 

York City 

3+ fuzzy RD Polynomial 

regression 

models 

- State 

assessment 

language 

(English) and 

math test scale 

score 

G4-5 0 0 6 0.48 to 

0.81 

Mendez et al., 

2015, journal 

article 

6707 

E= 403 

C=6273 

  

US 1989-2002 

longitudinal 

Omnibus 

Project in one 

large, urban 

school district in 

the state of 

Florida 

K PS (12 

covariates) 

Logistic and 

linear 

regression 

models, with 

data split by 

student lunch 

status 

- CTBS-4 

reading, 

language and 

math 

standardized 

score 

G3 & 

G5 & 

G7 

18 0 0 -1.07 to  

-0.53 

Moser et al., 

2012, journal 

article 

363 

E=112 

C=251 

US 2000-2007 

longitudinal 

study with 

academically at-

risk students in 

Texas 

1 PS (72 

covariates) 

3-level 

(curvi)linear 

growth curve 

models and 

simple slope 

analyses 

- WJ-III math 

and reading W 

score 

G1, G2 

& G5 

0 2 2^,2 -0.10 to 

0.97 

Nunes et al., 

2018, journal 

article 

1240-

2825 

Portugal 2006-2010 

longitudinal 

study among 

nationally 

representative 

sample 

4 PS (9 

covariates) 

and IV 

(percentag

e of 

repeaters 

in school) 

Linear 

regression 

models, 

controlling for 

several student 

characteristics 

- Math and 

language 

(Portuguese) 

standardized 

national exam 

score 

G6 0 3 5 0.02 to 

0.26 

Park, et al., 2018, 

journal article 

4429 

E=286  

C=4143 

US 1998-2002 

ECLS-K cohort 

(nationally 

representative) 

 

K PS (42 

covariates) 

Linear 

regression 

model 

- Math IRT 

calibrated 

scale score 

9y 1 0 0 -0.21 
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Pereira & Reis, 

2014, journal 

article 

 

10906 

 

Portugal PISA 2003 and 

2009 (nationally 

representative) 

1-6 (SR) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

IV 

(maturity 

and 

average 

level of 

regional 

retention) 

Linear 

regression 

models with 

country and 

cohort fixed 

effects, 

controlling for 

some student, 

school and 

region 

characteristics, 

and applying 

PISA sample 

weights 

- PISA 

reading and 

math 

Standardized 

test scores 

(average of 

five plausible 

values): 

  

15y 2 0 0 -1.33 to  

-1.15 

    7-9 (SR)     0 0 2 0.21 to 

0.24 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

279936 Austria, 

Belgium, 

Bulgaria, the 

Czech 

Republic, 

Denmark, 

Estonia, 

Germany, 

Finland, 

France, 

Greece, 

Hungary, 

 1-6 (SR)     15y 2 0 0 -0.90 to  

-0.75 
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Ireland, Italy, 

Latvia, 

Liechtenstein, 

Lithuania, 

Luxembourg, 

the 

Netherlands, 

Poland, 

Portugal, 

Romania, 

Slovakia, 

Slovenia, 

Spain, and 

Sweden  

7-9 (SR)   0 0 2 0.49 to 

0.57 

Roderick & 

Nagaoka, 2005, 

journal article 

11625 US 1998-2000 

panels from the 

Chicago Public 

Schools 

(representative 

for Chicago) 

 

3+ DID 3-level growth 

curve models, 

controlling for 

several student 

characteristics 

- ITBS 

calibrated 

scale scores in 

reading  

10y 0 0 1^ 0.02 

6214 RD 

  

10-11y 0 3 1^ 0.01 to 

0.03 

3257 6+ 13-14y 1^,3 0 0 -0.27 to 

-0.04 

Schumann, 2012, 

report 

 

136 

Senegal 1995-2000 

longitudinal 

PASEC 

(representative 

for Senegal) 

 

2 

PS (10 

covariates) 

ANOVA - Math Warm 

likelihood 

estimates test 

score 

 

9-12y 

 

1^,1 

 

2 

 

0 

-0.17 to  

-0.07 

 

138 3 10-12y 1^ 2 0 -0.28 to  

-0.02 

52 4 11-12y 1^,1 0 0 -0.35 to  

-0.32 

143 

 

5 12y 1^ 0 0 -0.22 

Schwerdt, et al., 

2017, journal 

article 

22977-

76208 

US 2000-2005 

longitudinal 

study with 

3+ fuzzy RD Linear and 

probit 

regression 

- FCAT 

reading and 

math 

G4-

G10 

0 0 12 0.13 to 

0.73 



 183 

academically at-

risk students in 

Texas 

models with 

SEs clustered 

by schools, 

controlling for 

several student 

characteristics 

developmental 

scale score 

  

10-16y 2 3 8 -0.08 to 

0.49 

Troncin, 2005, 

doctoral 

dissertation 

206 

E=103 

C=103 

France 2002-2004 

longitudinal 

study in the 

Côte-d’Or 

department 

1 PS (13 

covariates) 

4-level linear 

regression 

models 

- Math, 

French, 

science, 

processing test 

score and total 

score (average 

of previous 4 

scores) 

8y 4^ 0 0 -0.42 to  

-0.23 

Uysal, 2010, 

conference 

proceeding 

1643 

E=303  

C=1340 

  

Germany 

1970-1980 

longitudinal 

study in North 

Rhine-

Westphalia, an 

economically 

privileged area 

in West 

Germany 

 

10-12 PS (28 

covariates) 

Doubly robust 

linear 

regression 

models 

- Average 

grade in math 

and language 

(German) 

G12 

  

3 0 0 -0.41 to  

-0.25 

Vandecandelaere 

et al., 2011, report 

792-1704 

E=315 

C= 1389 

Belgium 2002-2009 

longitudinal 

SiBO study in 

the state of 

Flanders 

K PS (39 

covariates) 

3-level 

(curvi)linear 

growth curve 

models and 

simple slope 

analyses 

- Math IRT 

calibrated 

scale score 

  

  

K-G1 0 1 1^ 0.02 to 

0.43 

E=114  

C=678 

K-G6 0 5 1^,1 0.00 to 

1.23 

Vandecandelaere 

et al., 2013, 

journal article 

1704 

E=315 

C=1389 

Belgium 2002-2008 

longitudinal 

SiBO study in 

the state of 

Flanders 

 

K PS (39 

covariates) 

3-level 

(curvi)linear 

growth curve 

models  

- Math IRT 

calibrated 

scale score 

7-10y 1^,1 0 0 -1.17 to  

-0.52 
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Vandecandelaere 

et al., 2016b, 

journal article 

524 

E=257 

C=267 

Belgium 2002-2009 

longitudinal 

SIBO study in 

the state of 

Flanders 

K PS (28 

covariates) 

Generalized 

estimating 

equation 

models 

- Math IRT 

calibrated 

scale scores 

  

7-12y 1^,4 1 0 -1.32 to 

-0.37 

 502  

E=235 

C=267 

  1    8-12y 1^,4 0 0 -0.84  

to  

-0.66 

 Vandecandelaere 

et al., 2016c, 

journal article 

458 

E=61 

C=397 

  

Belgium 

2002-2009 

longitudinal 

SiBO study in 

the state of 

Flanders 

2 PS (22 

covariates) 

Generalized 

estimating 

equation 

model, with 

time clustered 

within 

students and 

contrast 

analyses 

 

- Math IRT 

calibrated 

scale score 

  

  

9-12y 3 1^ 0 -0.69 to  

-0.25 

Winters & 

Greene, 2012, 

journal article 

30808 US 2002-2008 

panels of the 

Chicago 

Ministry of 

Education 

(representative 

for Chicago) 

3+ fuzzy RD Linear 

regression 

models with 

school fixed 

effects and 

standard errors 

clustered by 

schools, 

controlling for 

several student 

characteristics 

 

- FCAT and 

Stanford 10 

reading, math 

and science 

standardized 

scale score 

  

G4-8 0 3 35 0.01 to 

0.52 

     

Wu et al., 2008, 

journal article 

196 

E=98  

C=98 

US 2001-2005 

longitudinal 

study with 

academically at-

risk students in 

Texas 

1 PS (72 

covariates) 

2-piece 3-level 

linear growth 

curve models 

- WJ-III math 

and reading 

grade standard 

score 

G1-3 0 0 2^,4 0.31 to 

0.75 

- WJ-III math 

and reading W 

score 

8-10y 2^,4 0 0 -0.47 to 

-0.07 

Psychosocial functioning            
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Cham et al., 2015, 

journal article 

561 

E=177 

C=384 

US 2001-2011 

longitudinal 

study with 

academically at-

risk students 

(score school 

district language 

test  

< median) in 

Texas 

1-5 PS (67 

covariates) 

Multi-group 

structural 

equation 

model 

-SR general 

motivation for 

educational 

attainment 

factor scores 

(teacher and 

peer 

educational 

aspirations; 

value of 

education) 

G9 0 1 3 -0.25 to 

1.00 

Detienne, 2017, 

master thesis 

2743-

2829 

E=61-62 

C=2682-

2767 

Belgium 2013-2016 

longitudinal 

SiBO study in 

the state of 

Flanders 

7 PS (18 

covariates) 

Linear 

regression 

models, 

controlling for 

several student 

characteristics 

- SR school 

well-being  

14-15y 0 0 1^,1 0.26 to 

0.38 

Diris, 2012, 

doctoral 

dissertation 

181200 Belgium 

Canada, 

Denmark 

England, 

Finland, 

France, Italy, 

New Zealand, 

Poland, 

Portugal, 

Spain, and 

Sweden 

PISA 2003 and 

2009 (nationally 

representative) 

1-8 (SR) IV (birth 

month) 

Linear 

regression 

models with 

country fixed 

effects, 

controlling for 

some student 

characteristics 

- SR attitudes 

towards 

school, 

teacher, 

school 

subjects, 

peers, lessons, 

education 

confidence 

towards math 

topics, math 

skills; overall 

confidence 

and attitudes) 

15y 0 9 0 -0.52 to 

0.50 
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Diris, 2017, 

journal article 

344551 Austria, 

Belgium, 

Canada, 

Denmark, 

Estonia, 

Finland, 

France, Italy, 

Luxembourg, 

the 

Netherlands, 

New Zealand, 

Poland, 

Portugal, 

Slovakia, 

Spain, Sweden 

PISA 2003, 

2009 and 2012 

(nationally 

representative) 

1-6 (SR) IV (birth 

month) 

Linear 

regression 

models with 

country and 

cohort fixed 

effects, 

controlling for 

some student 

characteristics, 

and applying 

PISA sample 

weights 

-SR attitudes 

towards 

school, 

teacher, math; 

sense of 

belonging; 

math self-

efficacy; math 

anxiety) 

15y 0 7 0 -0.15 to 

0.27 

Ehmke et al., 

2010, journal 

article 

720 

E=360 

C=360 

Germany PISA 2003 and 

extension 

(nationally 

representative, 

2002-2004) 

9 PS (40 

covariates) 

Structural 

equation 

models with 

standard errors 

clustered by 

schools 

-SR math self-

concept 

16y 0 0 1^ 0.30 

Ehmke et al., 

2013, conference 

proceeding 

720 

E=360  

C=360 

Germany PISA 2003 and 

extension 

(nationally 

representative, 

2002-2004) 

9 PS (40 

covariates) 

Structural 

equation 

models with 

standard errors 

clustered by 

schools 

- SR math 

Anxiety, 

boredom, joy; 

satisfaction 

with math 

teacher; self-

efficacy in 

math; self-

concept in 

Math; 

aggressive 

orientation in 

peer group; 

member of a 

peer group) 

16y 1^ 3^ 3^ -0.28 to 

0.26 
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Ehmke et al., 

2017, journal 

article 

178 

E=89  

C=89 

Germany PISA 2012 and 

extension 

(nationally 

representative, 

2011-2013) 

9 PS (12 

covariates) 

Structural 

equation 

models with 

standard errors 

clustered by 

schools 

-SR interest in 

math; 

instrumental 

motivation in 

math; work 

ethics in math; 

behaviour in 

math; self-

efficacy in 

math 

16y 1^ 4^ 0 -0.18 to 

0.34 

Eren et al., 2017., 

journal article 

23845-

25406 

US 1999-2012 

panels of the 

Louisiana 

Department of 

Education and 

Department of 

Public Safety 

and Corrections, 

Youth Services, 

Office of 

Juvenile Justice 

(representative 

for Louisiana) 

4 fuzzy RD 

and IV 

(July test 

cut-off) 

Linear 

regression 

models with 

standard errors 

clustered by 

schools, 

controlling for 

some student 

characteristics 

- Juvenile 

crime (and 

classification) 

17y 0 4 0 -0.01 to 

0.00 

37272-

39007 

8 - Juvenile 

crime (and 

classification) 

17y 0 4 0 0.00 

Geng & Rockoff, 

2017, report 

163594 – 

307565 

US Four-wave data 

from the New 

York City 

Department of 

Education  

3,5,7+ RD Linear and 

probit 

regression 

models, 

controlling for 

some student 

characteristics 

- PR and SR 

satisfaction 

(overall; 

school safety; 

school 

environment) 

G6-9 0 1^,6 1^,1 0.00 to 

0.01 

 Goos et al., 2013, 

journal article 

2344 

E=121 

C=2223 

Belgium 2003-2011 

longitudinal 

SiBO study in 

the state of 

Flanders 

1 PS (52 

covariates) 

 3-level 

(curvi)linear 

growth curve 

models and 

simple slope 

analyses 

- TR peer 

relationships; 

aggressive 

behaviours; 

hyperactivity; 

asocial 

behaviours; 

independent 

behaviour in 

G1-6 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

4^,19 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

10^,16 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

0 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

-2.58 to 

087 
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class; school 

wellbeing; 

self-

confidence) 

8-12y 

 

 

  

3^,15 10^,13 1^ -2.35 to 

0.44 

Hofer et al., 2010, 

conference 

proceeding 

86 

E=31 

C=55 

US  Preschool 

Curriculum 

Evaluation 

Research in 

rural, 

economically 

underprivileged 

areas in 

Tennessee 

(2003-2009) 

 K  PS (27 

covariates) 

4-level linear 

regression 

models, 

controlling for 

some student 

characteristics 

-TR behaviour 

(aggressive; 

prosocial; 

withdrawn; 

self-

regulation) 

G3 0 4 0 -0.07 to 

0.36 

84 

E=24 

C=60 

2 -TR behaviour 

(aggressive; 

prosocial; 

withdrawn; 

self-

regulation) 

G3 0 3 1 0.20 to 

0.70 

Hong & Yu, 

2008, journal 

article 

7631 

E= 463 

C=7148 

US Nationally 

representative 

ECLS-K cohort 

(1998-2004) 

K PS (46 

covariates) 

Multivariate 

3-level linear 

regression 

models 

-SR interest 

and 

competence in 

reading, math 

and all 

subjects; 

competence in 

peer 

relationships; 

internalized 

problems 

- TR and PR 

internalized 

problems 

7, 9 & 

11y 

0 1^,9 1^,3 -0.14 to 

0.17 

Hwang & 

Cappella, 2018, 

journal article 

574 

E=287     

C=287 

  

US 1998-2007 

nationally 

representative 

ECLS-K cohort 

1-2 PS (43 

covariates) 

Linear 

regression 

models 

controlling for 

several student 

and school 

characteristics 

- SR social 

self-concept; 

internalizing 

behaviours; 

locus of 

control; self-

esteem 

14y 0 3 1 -0.02 to 

0.20 
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Im et al., 2013, 

journal article 

374 

E=75 

C=299 

US 2000-2010 

longitudinal 

study with 

academically at-

risk students in 

Texas 

1-5 PS (67 

covariates) 

2-piece 3-level 

curvilinear 

growth curve 

models 

- TR 

behavioural 

and affective 

engagement 

G6-8 0 4 0 -0.09 to 

0.11 

Klapproth et al., 

2016, journal 

article 

136 

E=68 

C=68 

 

Luxembourg 2009-2013 

longitudinal 

study 

(nationally 

representative) 

7 PS (16 

covariates) 

ANOVA 

models 

- SR academic 

self-concept; 

school-related 

anxiety; 

interest in 

school; 

satisfaction 

with school; 

teacher-

student 

relationship; 

instruction 

disruption; 

class climate 

G7-9 1 6 0 -0.34 to 

0.06 

278 

E=139 

C=139 

8 G8-9 

  

0 7 0  -0.22 

to 0.14 

Kretschmann et 

al., 2019, journal 

article 

1139 

E=61 

C=1078 

Germany (2007-2011) 

longitudinal 

BiKS-8–14 

Study in the 

states of Bavaria 

and Hesse 

  

6 PS (18 

covariates) 

Linear 

regression 

models, 

controlling for 

several student 

characteristics 

-SR German 

self-concept, 

math self-

concept, 

interest in 

German, 

interest in 

math) 

13-14y 2^ 2^,2 0 -0.46 to 

0.14 

G6-7 1^ 3^,2 0 -0.49 to 

0.15 

Lamote et al., 

2014, journal 

article 

1596 

E=215 

C=1380 

Belgium 1990-1997 

longitudinal 

LOSO study in 

state of Flanders 

8 PS (32 

covariates) 

3-level 

curvilinear 

growth curve 

models 

- SR academic 

self-concept 

 G8,10 

& 12 

0 2 1^ -0.23 to 

0.81 

Mathys et al., 

2019, journal 

article 

181 

E=36 

C=145 

Belgium 2012 2-wave 

longitudinal 

study in one 

secondary 

school in the 

7 PS (26 

covariates) 

Univariate 

ANCOVAs 

- SR self-

esteem; 

intrinsic 

motivation 

(knowledge, 

accomplish-

13y 11^ 6^ 0 -0.80 to 

0.20 
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state of 

Wallonia 

ment, 

stimulation); 

extrinsic 

motivation 

(identified 

regulation, 

introjected 

regulation, 

external 

regulation); 

amotivation; 

Behaviour 

problems  

(social 

withdrawal; 

anxiety and 

depression; 

attention 

problems, 

aggressive 

behaviours; 

delinquent 

behaviours; 

parental 

support 

(support for 

autonomy, 

support for 

competence, 

involvement 

in the 

relationship); 

Class climate 

victim of 

violence  

Mendez et al., 

2015, journal 

article 

6707 

E= 403 

C=6273 

  

US 1989-2002 

longitudinal 

Omnibus 

Project in one 

K PS (12 

covariates) 

Logistic and 

linear 

regression 

models, with 

 - TR 

behaviour 

(overall 

behaviour; 

G3 & 

G5 

8 8 0 -1.84 to 

0.21 
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large, urban 

school district in 

the state of 

Florida 

data split by 

student lunch 

status 

difficulty in 

paying 

attention; 

attitudes 

towards 

school);  

- SR 

adjustment 

(connection to 

teachers, 

connection to 

school) 

Ӧzek, 2015, 

journal article 

  

21712-

178248 

US 

  

2003-2009 

panels of the 

Florida Ministry 

of Education 

  

3+ 

  

fuzzy RD 

  

Polynomial 

and linear 

regression 

models with 

cohort fixed 

effects, 

controlling for 

several student 

characteristics 

and one school 

characteristic  

- Number of 

disciplinary 

incidents 

10-14y 2^,2 6 0 -0.28 to 

0.05 

21712-

87924 

  

- Number of 

disciplinary 

incidents 

G3-8 5 5 0 -0.24 to  

-0.03 

Vandecandelaere 

et al., 2016a, 

journal article 

1536 

E=99 

C=1437 

Belgium 2002-2009 

longitudinal 

SIBO study in 

the state of 

Flanders 

K PS (24 

covariates) 

3-level 

multilevel 

regression 

models 

- TR 

behaviour 

(independent, 

cooperative, 

hyperactivity, 

aggression, 

asocial) 

- TR attitudes 

to work; self-

confidence 

-TR peer 

relationships 

- TR 

wellbeing 

7-12y 0 3^,15 5^,18 -0.37 to 

0.67 
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Wu et al., 2010, 

journal article 

375 

E=124 

C=251 

USA 2001-2005 

longitudinal 

study with 

academically at-

risk students in 

Texas 

 

 

 

 

 

1 PS (72 

covariates) 

2-piece 3-level 

linear growth 

curve models  

- TR and PR 

emotional 

problems; 

behavioural 

engagement; 

social 

acceptance 

8-10y 0 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

0 

4^,9 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1^,3 

4^7 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1^,1 

 

 -0.32 

to 0.65 

 

 

 

 

 

0.02 to 

0.59 

E=124 

C=251 

2-level linear 

regression 

models 

- SR school 

belonging; 

academic self-

efficacy) 

School career             

Afsa, 2011, report 14987 France 1995 nationally 

representative 

panel of the 

French Ministry 

of Education 

(followed until 

2003) 

6 IV (rank in 

class) 

Probit 

regression 

models, 

controlling for 

several student 

characteristics 

and some 

school 

characteristics 

- Attainment 

of secondary 

education 

diploma 

(regardless of 

track) 

G10 or 

G12 

0 1 0 -0.20 

Allensworth, 

2005, journal 

article 

113937 US 1992-1998 

panels of the 

Chicago 

ministry of 

education 

(representative 

for Chicago) 

8+ DID Two-level 

hierarchical 

generalized 

linear models, 

controlling for 

several student 

characteristics 

- High-school 

dropout 

17y 1 0 0 -0.58 

André, 2009, 

report 

1818-

1823 

Senegal Combination of 

nationally 

representative 

PASEC and 

2003 Senegal 

Household 

Education and 

Welfare survey 

(1995-2003) 

2-6 IV (teacher 

attitudes 

toward 

retention) 

and 

RD 

Probit 

regression 

models with 

grade and 

cohort fixed 

effects, 

controlling for 

several student 

and class 

characteristics 

- Primary 

school dropout 

9-13y 2 0 0 -0.89 to  

-0.50 
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Andrew, 2014, 

journal article 

4352  

E=424 

C=3928 

US 1986-2010 

NLSY 1979 

(Child and 

Young Adult 

supplements) 

K-5 (SR) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

PS (16 

covariates) 

Logistic 

regression 

models, 

controlling for 

several student 

characteristics 

- High-school 

graduation 

21-40y 2 0 0 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

-0.56 to  

-0.35 

- Entry into 

postsecondary 

education 

8808 

E=848 

C=7960 

1988-2000 

NELS 1988 

PS (10 

covariates) 

- High-school 

graduation 

26y 3 0 0 -0.77 to  

-0.47 

- Entry into 

postsecondary 

education 

- Completion 

of a bachelor’s 

degree 

Belot & 

Vandenberghe, 

2014, journal 

article 

92269 

E=7470 

C=84799 

  

Belgium (with 

Great Britain, 

Greece, 

Hungary, 

Ireland, 

Iceland, 

Norway, 

Poland and 

Sweden as 

counter-

factuals) 

PISA 2003 and 

2006 (nationally 

representative) 

7 DID Linear 

regression 

models, 

controlling for 

several student 

and school 

characteristics, 

and applying 

PISA sample 

weights 

- Grade 10 

attainment 

15y 1 0 0 -0.02 

Cockx et al., 

2019, report 

3993 

E=874 

C=3059 

  

  

  

  

Belgium Retrospective 

study in 2001 

and 2003 in the 

state of Flanders 

(regionally 

representative) 

8-10 FAD Discrete 

choice models 

- Evaluation 

(A, B, C) 

G8-10 0 1^,1 0 0.00 

-Track 
downgrading 

(general, 

technical, 

vocational 

G9 & 
G12 

 4 2  0  -0.10 to  
-0.01 

- Delay entry 

last school 

year 

G12 3 0 0 -0.50 to  

-0.48 
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- High-school 

diploma 

 

23y 3 0 0 -0.08 to 

-0.07 

Eide & Showalter, 

2001, journal 

article 

477-3291 US 1980-1992 

longitudinal US 

High School and 

Beyond survey 

K-10 

(SR) 

IV (K 

entry date) 

Linear 

regression 

models with 

standard errors 

clustered by 

schools, 

controlling for 

some student 

characteristics 

-High-school 

dropout 

18-20y 0 4 0 -0.21 to 

0.45 

Eren et al., 2017., 

journal article 

23845-

25406 

US 1999-2012 

panels of the 

Louisiana 

Department of 

Education and 

Department of 

Public Safety 

and Corrections, 

Youth Services, 

Office of 

Juvenile Justice 

(representative 

for Louisiana) 

4 fuzzy RD 

and IV 

(July test 

cut-off) 

Linear 

regression 

models with 

standard errors 

clustered by 

schools, 

controlling for 

some student 

characteristics 

- High-school 

dropout 

18y 0 2 0  

 

 

-0.03 to 

0.00 

37272-

39007 

8 - High-school 

dropout 

18y 2 0 0 

Gary-Bobo et al., 

2016, journal 

article 

12429 

E=3026 

C=9403 

  

France 1995 nationally 

representative 

secondary 

education Panel 

and Base 

Scolarité of the 

French Ministry 

of Education 

6-8 IV (birth 

quarter) 

and FAD 

Linear and 

probit 

regression 

models 

controlling for 

some student 

and school 

characteristics 

- Probability 

of access to 

grade 9 

G9 1 0 0  -0.06 

  

  

 

 

 

 

 

Geng & Rockoff, 

2017, report 

945555 – 

1021380 

US Four-wave data 

from the New 

York City 

Department of 

Education  

3,5,7+ RD Linear and 

probit 

regression 

models, 

controlling for 

- Absences; 

suspension; 

placement in 

special 

education; 

G3-8 1^,4 1 0 -0.53 to  

-0.03 
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some student 

characteristics 

grade 

retention 

 

Glick & Sahn, 

2010, journal 

article 

664 Senegal Combination of 

nationally 

representative 

PASEC and 

2003 Senegal 

Household 

Education and 

Welfare survey 

(1995-2003) 

2 IV 

(previous 

test score) 

Ordered probit 

regression 

model, 

controlling for 

several 

student, class, 

and school 

characteristics 

- Primary 

school dropout 

G4 1 0 0 -0.27 

Goos et al., 2013, 

journal article 

3558 

E=285 

C=3273 

Belgium 2003-2011 

longitudinal 

SiBO study in 

the state of 

Flanders 

1 PS (74 

covariates) 

2-level logistic 

regression 

models 

- Track choice 

(high versus 

low) 

G7 1 0 0 -0.82 

- Grade 

retention; 

placement in 

special 

education; 

school 

mobility 

 

8-12y 2 0 1 -0.53 to 

1.20 

Hughes et al., 

2017a, journal 

article 

538 

E=171 

C=367 

US 2000-2013 

longitudinal 

study with 

academically at-

risk students in 

Texas 

1-5 PS (65 

covariates) 

Logistic 

regression 

model, with 

standard errors 

clustered by 

schools, 

controlling for 

some student 

characteristics 

- High-school 

dropout 

16-18y 1 0 0 -0.29 

Hughes et al., 

2017b, journal 

article 

734 

E=256 

C=478 

US 2000-2016 

longitudinal 

study with 

academically at-

risk students in 

Texas 

1-5 PS (65 

covariates) 

Multinomial 

logistic 

regression 

model 

- High-school 

completion 

(high-school 

diploma, 

GED, dropout; 

with high 

school 

20y 1 1 0 -0.54 to  

-0.53 



 196 

diploma as 

reference 

category) 

 

Jacob & Lefgren, 

2009, journal 

article 

7754-

11777 

US 1997-2000 

panels of the 

Chicago 

Ministry of 

Education 

(representative 

for Chicago) 

6+ fuzzy RD Logistic 

regression 

models with 

standard errors 

clustered by 

cohorts, 

controlling for 

several student 

characteristics 

- Grade 

retention 

G8 0 0 1 0.05 

    - Age at start 

senior high 

school 

G9 1 0 0 -0.06 

    - High-school 

dropout 

18-22y 

  

0 13 0 -0.09 to 

0.02 

    - School 

mobility 

     

    - Age at high-

school dropout 

     

    - Number of 

credits 

obtained upon 

high-school 

dropout 

     

2424-

3599 

 8+  - Age at start 

senior high 

school 

G9 2 0 0 -0.79 to  

-0.40 

    - High-school 

dropout 

18-22y 

  

10 16 0 -0.15 to 

0.02 

    - School 

mobility 

     

    - Age at high-

school dropout 

     

    - Number of 

credits 

obtained upon 

high-school 

dropout 

 

     

Koppensteiner, 

2014, journal 

article 

244081 Brazil Combination of 

2-cohort 2000-

2006 

longitudinal 

1-4 DID Linear and 

logistic 

regression 

models with 

- Primary 

school dropout 

- School 

mobility 

G1-G4 1 11 0 0.00 
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Programa de 

Avaliação da 

Educação 

Básica in the 

economically 

privileged state 

of Minas Gerais 

and school 

census data 

provided by the 

Federal Ministry 

of Education 

school fixed 

effects, 

controlling for 

several 

student, class 

and school 

characteristics 

Leighton et al., 

2019, journal 

article 

  

u 

  

Brazil 

  

1999-2006 

Panels of the 

Censo Escolar 

from the 

Instituto 

Nacional de 

Estudos e 

Pesquisas 

Educacionais  

1-4 

  

DID 

  

Linear 

regression 

models with 

school fixed 

effects, 

controlling for 

some school 

characteristics 

  

- School delay 9-12y 4 0 0 -0.02 to  

-0.01 

- School 

enrolment 

8-12y 0 5 0 -0.01 to 

0.00 

Lorence, 2014, 

journal article 

38731 

E=1249 

C=37482 

US 1993-2002 

longitudinal 

study with 

academically at-

risk students in 

Texas public 

schools 

(representative 

for Texas) 

3+ PS (41 

covariates) 

2-level logistic 

regression 

models 

- High-school 

enrolment 

- High-school 

test taking 

G10 0 1 1 0.00 to 

0.08 

Mahjoub, 2017, 

journal article 

13136 

E=2339 

C=10797 

France 1995-2001 

longitudinal 

DEPP study 

with a nationally 

representative 

sample (Panel 

95) 

6-8 IV (birth 

quarter) 

Linear 

regression 

models, 

controlling for 

several student 

characteristics 

- Junior high-

school 

graduation 

G10 0 0 1 0.01 
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Manacorda, 2012, 

journal article 

76438  Uruguay 1996-2001 4-

cohort 

longitudinal 

study in public 

nonvocational 

school 

7-9 fuzzy RD Polynomial 

regression 

models with 

standard errors 

clustered by 

schools, 

grades, and 

cohorts, 

controlling for 

some student 

characteristics 

- Number of 

grades 

attended 

- High-school 

dropout (from 

public non-

vocational 

education) 

G7-12 6 3 0 -0.27 to 

0.15 

Martorell & 

Mariano, 2018, 

journal article 

4753-

25898 

 

US 2004-2011 

multi-cohort 

longitudinal 

study in New 

York City 

 fuzzy RD Polynomial 

regression 

models, 

controlling for 

some student 

characteristics 

- Suspensions 

(0/1, number 

of days 

suspended); 

attendance 

rate; chronic 

absences 

 

     

3+ 10-12y 0 10^,20 2^,4 -0.01 to 

0.04 

4+ 11-13y 0 12^,23 1 -0.03 to 

0.05 

5+ 12-14y 0 6^,24 6^ -0.02 to 

0.04 

6+ 13-15y 2 12^,22 0 -0.05 to 

.0.04 

7+ 14-16y 3 11^,16 1^,5 -0.07 to 

0.07 

8+ 15-17y 4^ 8^,24 0 -0.08 to 

0.02 

Mendez et al., 

2015, journal 

article 

6707 

E= 403 

C=6273 

  

US 1989-2002 

longitudinal 

Omnibus 

Project in one 

large, urban 

school district in 

the state of 

Florida 

K PS (12 

covariates) 

Logistic and 

linear 

regression 

models, with 

data split by 

student lunch 

status 

- Grade 

retention; 

placement in 

special 

education; 

office 

referrals; high-

school 

graduation 

timing 

 

G1-12 14 6 0 -1.75 to 

0.19 

Moser et al., 

2012, journal 

article 

363 

E=112 

C=251 

US 2000-2007 

longitudinal 

study with 

academically at-

1 PS (72 

covariates) 

logistic 

regression 

models 

- Grade 

retention; 

placement in 

G1-5 0 1 1 0.02 to 

0.26 
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risk students in 

Texas 

special 

education) 

Okurut, 2018, 

journal article 

30053 Uganda combination of 

2004 and 2010 

National 

Assessment of 

Progress in 

Education and 

2004 and 2010 

Uganda 

National 

Household 

Survey 

(nationally 

representative) 

 

1-3 PS and 

DID  

Probit 

regression 

models, 

controlling for 

several school, 

region, teacher 

and student 

characteristics 

- School 

dropout 

G3 0 0 1 0.04 

26720 1-5 G6 0 1 0 0.00 

Ou & Reynolds, 

2010, journal 

article 

917-1216 

E=176-

210 

C=741-

1006 

US 1986-1995 

longitudinal 

study among (a 

representative 

sample of) low-

income minority 

children in 

Chicago 

 1-3 PS (15 

covariates) 

Probit 

regression 

models, 

controlling for 

some student 

characteristics 

 - Tertiary 

education 

attendance 

24y 0 3 0 -0.04 to  

-0.03 

814-1073 

E=80-86 

C=734-

987 

4-8  3 0 0 -0.15 to 

0.09 

Ӧzek, 2015, 

journal article 

  

21712-

178248 

US 

  

2003-2009 

panels of the 

Florida Ministry 

of Education 

  

3+ 

  

fuzzy RD 

  

Polynomial 

and linear 

regression 

models with 

cohort fixed 

effects, 

controlling for 

several student 

characteristics 

and one school 

characteristic  

- Number of 

in-school 

suspensions 

- Number of 

out-of-school 

suspensions 

 10-14y 2^,2 2^,13 1 -0.12 to 

0.10 

21712-

87924 

  

 G3-8 7 13 0  -0.13 

to 0.04 
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Peterson & 

Hughes, 2011, 

journal article 

  

769  

E=165  

C=604 

US 

  

2001-2003 

longitudinal 

study with 

academically at-

risk students in 

Texas 

  

1 

  

PS (72 

covariates) 

  

Structural 

equation 

models with 

standard errors 

clustered by 

schools 

  

- Number of 

educational 

services 

received 

(reduced class 

size; one-to-

one adult 

tutoring; peer 

tutoring; 

remedial 

instruction 

outside of the 

classroom; 

small-group 

intensive 

tutoring, 

remedial 

instruction 

before or after 

school; one-

to-one tutoring 

by an adult 

before or after 

school) 

 

8y 1^ 0 0 -0.02 

Schwerdt, et al., 

2017, journal 

article 

9816-

7644 

US 2000-2005 

longitudinal 

study with 

academically at-

risk students in 

Texas 

3+ fuzzy RD Linear and 

probit 

regression 

models with 

SEs clustered 

by schools, 

controlling for 

several student 

characteristics 

- Grade 

retention; 

grade 

progression; 

high-school 

entry; high-

school 

graduation; 

high-school 

completion of 

highest grade; 

high-school 

leaving age; 

high-school 

11-20y 8 19 8 -0.50 to 

0.89 



 201 

GPA; high-

school course-

taking 

(remedial 

courses, 

college prep); 

high-school 

total credits; 

college 

enrolment) 

 

Uysal, 2010, 

conference 

proceeding 

2726 

E=520  

C=2226 

  

Germany 

1970-1980 

longitudinal 

study in North 

Rhine-

Westphalia, an 

economically 

privileged area 

in West 

Germany 

10-12 PS (28 

covariates) 

Doubly robust 

generalized 

linear 

regression 

models 

- Attainment 

of Abitur (i.e., 

diploma 

academic 

track) 

 

G12 1 0 0 -0.01 

Job career             

Eide & Showalter, 

2001, journal 

article 

7809 US 1980-1992 

longitudinal US 

High School and 

Beyond survey 

K-10 

(SR) 

IV (K 

entry date) 

Linear 

regression 

models with 

standard errors 

clustered by 

schools, 

controlling for 

some student 

characteristics 

-Log of 

average year 

income 

28-30y 0 2 0 0.01 to 

0.06 

Ou & Reynolds, 

2010, journal 

article 

1165 

E=211 

C=954 

US 1986-1995 

longitudinal 

study among (a 

 1-3 PS (15 

covariates) 

Probit 

regression 

models, 

- Public aid 

receipt 

24y 0 4 0 -0.05 to  

-0.03 
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1021 

E=84 

C=937 

representative 

sample of) low-

income minority 

children in 

Chicago 

4-8 controlling for 

some student 

characteristics 

 0 4 0 -0.04 to 

0.00 

Peers’ development            

Bietenbeck, 2014, 

report 

4144-

5614 

E=102-

175  

C=4144-

5617 

 

1628-

1731 

E=32-37 

C=1628-

1731 

 

 

 

2438-

6039 

E=40-

193 

C=2438-

6039 

 

 

 

  

US Longitudinal 

Student-Teacher 

Achievement 

Ratio study in 

low-income 

neighbourhoods 

in Tennessee 

(1985-1998) 

K RCT Linear 

regression 

models with 

school fixed 

effects, 

controlling for 

some student 

characteristics 

and one class 

characteristic 

- SAT and 

CTBS math, 

reading 

standardized 

test score of 

non-retained 

peers 

K, G1, 

G5 & 

G8 

1^ 1^,6 0 -0.09 to 

0.06 

-TR 

Behaviour 

standardized 

test score 

(effort; 

initiative; 

discipline) of 

non-retained 

peers 

G4 & 

G8 

0 3 3 0.02 to 

0.19 

-High-school 

GPA, 

graduation; 

college 

entrance 

exams (ACT 

or SAT) of 

non-retained 

peers 

G12 0 2 1 0.02 to 

0.36 

Ferreira Sequeda 

et al., 2018, report 

  

  

  

30576-

35693 

  

  

  

Colombia 

  

  

  

2007-2013 

multicohort 

longitudinal 

study in 

retention-policy-

switching 

secondary 

10 

  

  

  

DID 

  

  

  

Linear 

regression 

models with 

school and 

cohort fixed 

effects, 

controlling for 

- SABER 11 

standardized 

math test 

score of non-

retained peers 

 0 2 0 -0.05 to 

0.01 

  

- SABER 11 

standardized 
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schools 

(aggregated data 

at school level) 

several school 

characteristics 

  

  

 

language 

(Spanish) test 

score of non-

retained peers 

Hong & 

Raudenbush, 

2005, journal 

article 

7631 

E=463 

C=7168 

 

US Nationally 

representative 

ECLS-K cohort 

(1998-2000) 

K PS (33 

covariates) 

  

2-level linear 

regression 

models 

- Math and 

reading IRT 

calibrated 

scale score of 

non-retained 

peers 

 

7y 

  

0 2^ 0 -0.09 to  

-0.06 

Park, et al., 2018, 

journal article 

4429 

E=286  

C=4143 

US 1998-2002 

ECLS-K cohort 

(nationally 

representative) 

K PS (42 

covariates) 

Linear 

regression 

model 

- Math IRT 

calibrated 

scale score of 

non-retained 

peers 

 

  0 0 1 -0.23 
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Appendix A2 

Forest Plot of the Meta-Analysis 

 

Note. J = number of effects in each study 
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Appendix A3 

Funnel Plot of Standard Error by Effect Size  
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APPENDIX B: Supporting information for Chapter 4 

Appendix B1 

Multilevel Unstandardized Parameter Estimates for Reading Self-Concept   
 

Model 0 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 

Intercept -0.48 (0.02)*** -0.11 (0.08) -0.11 (0.08) -0.10 (0.08) 

Student level 
 

   

Retention  0.03 (0.02) 0.04 (0.03) 0.01 (0.03) 

Age  0.01 (0.01) 0.01 (0.01) 0.01 (0.01) 

Male  -0.06 (0.02)** -0.06 (0.02)* -0.06 (0.02)* 

ESCSa  0.07 (0.01)*** 0.07 (0.01)*** 0.08 (0.01)*** 

Immigration status  0.02 (0.04) 0.02 (0.04) 0.03 (0.04) 

Home language  -0.24 (0.06)*** -0.24 (0.06)*** -0.26 (0.06)*** 

HEDRESb  0.10 (0.01)*** 0.10 (0.01)*** 0.10 (0.01)*** 

EMOSUPPc  0.06 (0.01)*** 0.06 (0.01)*** 0.07 (0.01)*** 

Reading score  0.36 (0.03)*** 0.36 (0.03)*** 0.37 (0.03)*** 

Math score  -0.31 (0.03)*** -0.31 (0.03)*** -0.31 (0.03)*** 

Science score  0.12 (0.03)*** 0.13 (0.03)*** 0.12 (0.03)*** 

School level 
 

   

Retention 
composition 

 
 -0.01 (0.02) -0.07 (0.03)* 

Public school  0.10 (0.07) 0.11 (0.07) 0.11 (0.07) 

School ESCSa 
composition 

 -0.03 (0.02) -0.04 (0.03) -0.04 (0.03) 

School immigrant 
composition 

 -0.01 (0.02) -0.01 (0.02) -0.01 (0.02) 

Retention X Retention 
composition 

   0.08 (0.02)*** 

Between school 
variance 

0.09 (0.29) 0.08 (0.28) 0.08 (0.28) 0.08 (0.28) 

Within school variance 0.34 (0.59) 0.31 (0.56) 0.31 (0.56) 0.31 (0.56) 

Note. Standard errors are in parenthesis. aIndex of economic, social, and cultural background; 

bHome educational resources; cParental emotional support. Standard errors are in parenthesis 

*p < .05, ** p < .01, ***p < .001 
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Appendix B2 

Multilevel Unstandardized Parameter Estimates for Task Orientation  

 
Model 0 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 

Intercept -0.18 (0.03)*** 0.11 (0.10) 0.11 (0.10) 0.12 (0.10) 

Student level     

Retention  -0.12 (0.03)*** -0.11 (0.03)*** -0.16 (0.03)*** 

Age  0.03 (0.01) 0.02 (0.01) 0.02 (0.01) 

Male  -0.22 (0.03)*** -0.22 (0.03)*** -0.21 (0.03)*** 

ESCSa  0.02 (0.02) 0.02 (0.02) 0.02 (0.02) 

Immigration status  0.18 (0.05)** 0.18 (0.05)*** 0.20 (0.05)*** 

Home language  0.07 (0.07) 0.07 (0.07) 0.05 (0.07) 

HEDRESb  0.16 (0.01)*** 0.16 (0.01)*** 0.16 (0.01)*** 

EMOSUPPc  0.20 (0.01)*** 0.20 (0.01)*** 0.21 (0.01)*** 

Reading score  -0.12 (0.04)*** -0.11 (0.04)*** -0.10 (0.04)** 

Math score  -0.06 (0.04) -0.06 (0.04) -0.07 (0.04) 

Science score  0.20 (0.04)*** 0.20 (0.04)*** 0.20 (0.04)*** 

School level     

Retention 
composition 

  -0.04 (0.02) -0.13 (0.04)*** 

Public school  -0.09 (0.08) -0.08 (0.08) -0.07 (0.08) 

School ESCSa 
composition 

 0.01 (0.03) -0.03 (0.03) -0.04 (0.03) 

School immigrant 
composition 

 -0.01 (0.02) 0.01 (0.02) 0.01 (0.02) 

Retention X Retention 
composition 

   0.13 (0.03)*** 

Between school 
variance 

0.12 (0.35) 0.10 (0.32) 0.10 (0.32) 0.10 (0.32) 

Within school variance 0.52 (0.72) 0.47 (0.68) 0.47 (0.68) 0.47 (0.68) 

Note. Standard errors are in parenthesis. aIndex of economic, social, and cultural background; 

bHome educational resources; cParental emotional support. Standard errors are in parenthesis 

*p < .05, ** p < .01, ***p < .001 
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Appendix B3 

Multilevel Unstandardized Parameter Estimates for Self-Enhancing Orientation 

 
Model 0 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 

Intercept -0.03 (0.03) -0.06 (0.10) -0.06 (0.10) -0.05 (0.10) 

Student level     

Retention  -0.05 (0.03) -0.05 (0.03) -0.07 (0.03) 

Age  0.02 (0.01) 0.02 (0.01) 0.01 (0.01) 

Male  0.42 (0.03)*** 0.42 (0.03)*** 0.42 (0.03)*** 

ESCSa  0.02 (0.02) 0.02 (0.02) 0.02 (0.02) 

Immigration status  -0.14 (0.06)* -0.14 (0.06)* -0.14 (0.06)* 

Home language  -0.16 (0.07)* -0.16 (0.07)* -0.17 (0.07)* 

HEDRESb  0.04 (0.02)* 0.04 (0.02)* 0.04 (0.02)* 

EMOSUPPc  0.11 (0.01)*** 0.11 (0.01)*** 0.11 (0.01)*** 

Reading score  -0.15 (0.04)*** -0.15 (0.04)*** -0.14 (0.04)*** 

Math score  -0.21 (0.04)*** -0.21 (0.04)*** -0.21 (0.04)*** 

Science score  0.34 (0.04)*** 0.34 (0.04)*** 0.34 (0.04)*** 

School level     

Retention 
composition 

  -0.01 (0.03) -0.01 (0.03) 

Public school  -0.01 (0.08) -0.01 (0.08) -0.01 (0.08) 

School ESCSa 
composition 

 -0.01 (0.03) -0.01 (0.03) -0.01 (0.03) 

School immigrant 
composition 

 -0.01 (0.02) -0.01 (0.02) -0.01 (0.02) 

Retention X Retention 
composition 

   0.03 (0.03) 

Between school 
variance 

0.11 (0.33) 0.10 (0.31) 0.10 (0.31) 0.10 (0.31) 

Within school variance 0.54 (0.74) 0.51 (0.72) 0.51 (0.72) 0.51 (0.72) 

Note. Standard errors are in parenthesis. aIndex of economic, social, and cultural background; 

bHome educational resources; cParental emotional support. Standard errors are in parenthesis 

*p < .05, ** p < .01, ***p < .001 
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Appendix B4 

Multilevel Unstandardized Parameter Estimates for School Belonging 

 
Model 0 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 

Intercept 0.08 (0.03)** 0.44 (0.10)*** 0.44 (0.10)*** 0.45 (0.10)*** 

Student level     

Retention  -0.09 (0.03)** -0.09 (0.03)** -0.12 (0.03)*** 

Age  -0.03 (0.01)* -0.03 (0.01)* -0.03 (0.01)** 

Male  0.20 (0.03)*** 0.20 (0.03)*** 0.20 (0.03)*** 

ESCSa  0.06 (0.02)*** 0.06 (0.02)*** 0.06 (0.02)*** 

Immigration status  -0.19 (0.05)*** -0.19 (0.05)*** -0.18 (0.05)** 

Home language  0.03 (0.07) 0.03 (0.07) 0.01 (0.07) 

HEDRESb  0.09 (0.01)*** 0.09 (0.01)*** 0.09 (0.01)*** 

EMOSUPPc  0.22 (0.01)*** 0.22 (0.01)*** 0.23 (0.01)*** 

Reading score  0.09 (0.03)** 0.08 (0.03)* 0.10 (0.03)** 

Math score  -0.30 (0.03)*** -0.30 (0.03)*** -0.30 (0.03)*** 

Science score  0.29 (0.04)*** 0.29 (0.04)*** 0.29 (0.04)*** 

School level     

Retention 
composition 

  0.01 (0.03) -0.05 (0.03) 

Public school  -0.32 (0.07)*** -0.32 (0.07)*** -0.32 (0.08)*** 

School ESCSa 
composition 

 0.02 (0.03) 0.03 (0.03) 0.02 (0.03) 

School immigrant 
composition 

 0.02 (0.02) 0.02 (0.02) 0.02 (0.02) 

Retention X Retention 
composition 

   0.09 (0.03)** 

Between school 
variance 

0.14 (0.38) 0.10 (0.32) 0.10 (0.32) 0.10 (0.32) 

Within school variance 0.47 (0.69) 0.43 (0.65) 0.43 (0.65) 0.43 (0.65) 

Note. Standard errors are in parenthesis. aIndex of economic, social, and cultural background; 

bHome educational resources; cParental emotional support. Standard errors are in parenthesis 

*p < .05, ** p < .01, ***p < .001 

 

 

 

 

 



 210 

Appendix B5 

Multilevel Unstandardized Parameter Estimates for School Utility Value 

 
Model 0 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 

Intercept 0.20 (0.03)*** 0.47 (0.10)*** 0.47 (0.10)*** 0.49 (0.10)*** 

Student level     

Retention  -0.03 (0.03) -0.03 (0.03) -0.08 (0.03)* 

Age  -0.06 (0.01)*** -0.06 (0.01)*** -0.06 (0.01)*** 

Male  -0.16 (0.03)*** -0.16 (0.03)*** -0.16 (0.03)*** 

ESCSa  0.02 (0.02) 0.02 (0.02) 0.02 (0.02) 

Immigration status  0.07 (0.05) 0.07 (0.05) 0.09 (0.05) 

Home language  0.08 (0.07) 0.08 (0.07) 0.06 (0.07) 

HEDRESb  0.11 (0.01)*** 0.11 (0.01)*** 0.11 (0.01)*** 

EMOSUPPc  0.22 (0.01)*** 0.22 (0.01)*** 0.22 (0.01)*** 

Reading score  0.22 (0.03)*** 0.22 (0.03)*** 0.24 (0.03)*** 

Math score  0.03 (0.03) 0.03 (0.03) 0.03 (0.03) 

Science score  -0.10 (0.04)* -0.10 (0.04)** -0.10 (0.04)** 

School level     

Retention 
composition 

  -0.03 (0.03) -0.12 (0.03)*** 

Public school  -0.05 (0.07) -0.04 (0.07) -0.03 (0.07) 

School ESCSa 
composition 

 0.04 (0.03) 0.02 (0.03) 0.01 (0.03) 

School immigrant 
composition 

 0.01 (0.02) 0.01 (0.02) 0.01 (0.02) 

Retention X Retention 
composition 

   0.14 (0.03)*** 

Between school 
variance 

0.11 (0.33) 0.09 (0.30) 0.09 (0.30) 0.09 (0.30) 

Within school variance 0.49 (0.70) 0.43 (0.66) 0.43 (0.66) 0.43 (0.66) 

Note. Standard errors are in parenthesis. aIndex of economic, social, and cultural background; 

bHome educational resources; cParental emotional support. Standard errors are in parenthesis 

*p < .05, ** p < .01, ***p < .001 
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APPENDIX C. Supporting information for Chapter 6 

Appendix C1 

Math Achievement Development Across Three School Years of Promoted Students, Retained 

Students in 7th Grade, and Retained Students in 8th Grade 
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Appendix C2 

Portuguese Achievement Development Across Three School Years of Promoted Students, 

Retained Students in 7th Grade and Retained Students in 8th Grade.  
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